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	1. Thors Anger

**Hi everyone. Well here is my second HTTYD fic. Thanks for all the support with 'Consequences'. **

**Please review i love reading peoples feedback, it really helps.**

**Well here we go again. Hope you enjoy. All the best**

**Cathrath**

* * *

><p><strong><span>Chapter 1 - Thor's Anger<span>**

Lightning lit up the sky around the island of Berk. The storm that crashed around the rocky outcrops of the island and surrounding sea was in its full strength now and the wind whipped the rain through the streets of the Hooligan tribe's village. A beautiful sunny day had been turned into a howling maelstrom of lightning, rain and thunder.

Most of the inhabitants of Berk had made the sensible choice and stayed indoors, seated by their fires, warm and dry. This was certainly not a day to be outside.

* * *

><p>Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III, the son and heir of Stoick the Vast and future chief of the Hooligan tribe was soaked. The driving rain seeping through his vest and tunic and onto his skin which was now uncomfortably cold and clammy, his hair limp, plastered to his scalp and face. It's not like getting wet on the Island of Berk was unusual. It rained for nine months of the year and snowed the other three. He was a Viking, getting wet was an occupational hazard but it didn't make it any more pleasant.<p>

He cursed as his metal left leg disappeared into a deep puddle causing him to stumble and land on his knees in the mud. He looked around angrily as he heard Toothless 'laugh' behind him and splashed the puddles contents at the dragon causing Toothless to growl in protest.

"There see how you like it," he said as he stood wiping his muddy hands on his soaked trousers.

He continued to splash his way across the plaza at a slower pace. There was no point trying to out run the rain anymore he was already soaked through and he would end up in the mud again if he wasn't careful. He sighed as he passed the forge. He wished he could dive in there and wait out the rest of the storm, perhaps dry off in front of the furnace, but he was already going to be in trouble for sneaking out. The flight with Astrid had seemed like a good idea at the time but now he just wanted to get home without his father noticing he had been missing, change out of his wet clothes and collapse onto his bed. He glumly recalled the events that had led him to being out in the worst storm Berk had seen in months.

Up until that morning he had been in a good mood. His father and his council would be leaving for the annual tribal gathering in the morning and he had been looking forward to a break from his father's 'cheifing' lessons. He would be eighteen in a few months and lately his father had been involving him more and more in the day to day duties of a chief to ensure Hiccup understood the role and his responsibilities when it came time for him to take over. This had meant that in addition to his duties at the dragon academy he had to spend a proportion of each day learning tribal politics, sword fighting and anything else his father happened to think important for a future chief. Hiccup found the lessons boring and whilst he had discovered he had a talent for sword fighting the extra time with his father had meant he had very little time to spend with his friends and worst of all to be with Astrid. He knew she understood but he hated not being able to be with her as often as they wanted. With his father away they had been looking forward to spending their free time together.

However, his plans had come crashing down around him that morning when his father had announced at breakfast that Hiccup would be accompanying him on the trip. Now instead of spending a whole seven days with Astrid he would be stuck with only his father and his council for company. He couldn't even take Toothless with him. He had been so furious with his father for just springing the trip on him he had sulked in his room all morning rather than packing like he had been instructed.

Astrid had come over later that day to find him lying on his bed amongst a pile of clothes and books staring angrily at the ceiling. He had told her about the trip and her disappointment at being away from him for a whole week had only added to his anger. Feeling that he owed it to her for their spoilt plans and being to angry to worry about the consequences of defying his father Hiccup had insisted they go for a flight. However, an afternoon that had stared out so well had ended in misery when barely an hour into their flight the storm had blown in bringing the rain and lightning with it. Any romantic plans he may have had were now in tatters when drenched, tired and with two disgruntled dragons in tow they had brought the flight to an early end. After seeing Astrid home safely he had resigned himself to returning to face his father knowing full well that he was about to be shouted at and punished for his disobedience.

He wiped a hand across his face in annoyance as water streamed into his eyes. The sight of his house came into view through the haze of rain and he quickened his pace thinking of the warm fire and dry clothing within. As he reached the front door he pushed the wooden surface gently, hoping that it would open quietly. It swung open easily and after a quick glance he dived inside indicating for Toothless to follow. As the soaked Night Fury dived after him he pushed the door closed quickly, shutting out the wind and sheets of rain that howled into the entrance behind them. Toothless shook himself from head to tail showering Hiccup in even more water.

"Thanks Bud, really! As if I'm not wet enough already," he whispered angrily at his dragon.

Toothless huffed and gave him a light slap with his tail. Hiccup supposed Toothless had a point but how was he supposed to have know it was going to rain so hard. Hiccup looked around the lower room of the house and breathed a sigh of relief. The room was warm and comfortable compared to the howling maelstrom outside and best of all there was no sign of his father. If he was quiet he could climb upstairs and pretend he had never left. He started across the room and had taken no more than a few steps when he was betrayed by a loud rusty creak from his metal leg.

**"HICCUP."**

Hiccup froze as he heard his father's voice echo around the house. He knew that tone, he was definitely in trouble.

**"HICCUP,"** Stoick shouted again.

Hiccup groaned. He knew what was coming and so did Toothless who nuzzled him in encouragement before sauntered over towards the fire pit in the centre of the room to dry off.

Stoick's footsteps reverberated through the ceiling from the room above. A small trickle of dust settled on Hiccups wet shoulders where it had been dislodged from the rafters above by his fathers heavy footsteps.

'Oh Gods, he's in my room,' Hiccup gulped realising that his father not only knew he had defied him but that he hadn't finished packing and had left his room in a mess.

The large figure of Stoick the Vast descended the stairs.

**"WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?"** His voice boomed again and Hiccup looked up at his father.

Stoick's face was red with anger as he crossed his arms and waited for his son's explanation. Any story Hiccup might have been planning was instantly dropped. It was probably best to tell the truth with his father in this mood and his shoulders slumped in defeat.

"Toothless and I went out for a flight with Astrid and Stormfly," he said quietly, bracing himself for the repercussions.

Stoick looked at his son sternly before lifting his hand and rubbing his temples. He had a headache coming on. He always got a headache when he had to deal with Hiccups mistakes or disobedience.

"In this weather, Hiccup you do realise how dangerous that was don't you? You could have been struck by lightning. It's bad enough that you endangered yourself but Astrid as well. I thought you had more sense."

Hiccup bit his lip to prevent a retort. It had been Astrid's idea to stay out in the storm as long as they had but there would be no point protesting. He would still get the blame. After all he was meant to be the future chief of the tribe wasn't he, the one to show good leadership and judgement.

"We weren't in any danger. We came straight back when the weather turned really bad," Hiccup said defensively.

Stoick lowered his hand and sighed. He couldn't stay mad at Hiccup for long but he felt that familiar feeling of disappointment rise in him again.

"Hiccup you know we leave early tomorrow morning. I wouldn't have minded you going flying if you had finished packing, but you still have things all over your bed and your room looks like Thor himself has been in there," he said gesturing to the offending room above them.

Hiccup looked down at the floor awkwardly noticing for the first time the huge puddle he was making. Stoick laid his hand on his sons shoulder.

'Here is comes,' groaned Hiccup inwardly.

"Hiccup you're nearly eighteen, a man. I need you with me on this trip its part of your training…as future chief. I won't be around forever and I need you to start taking your training...your future role...your responsibilities...me, more seriously."

Hiccup looked up at his father, noting the change in his voice from anger to disappointment.

"I know Dad it's just…well you didn't give me much notice...and Astrid and I..."

"**Enough Hiccup**...," Stoick said firmly, cutting his son off in mid flow. Hiccup fell silent again and looked back at the floor.

Stoick started to pace the floor in front of his son, hands clasped behind his back in frustration.

"I've tried to get you to understand how important this trip is Hiccup. Participating in the annual gathering is a very important time for the tribe. By acting like this..." He gestured to Hiccup.

Hiccup sighed, his father had just gestured to all of him.

"What example is that to set to the tribe…to me?" Stoick continued.

Hiccup looked up at his father, a hot feeling of guilt rising in him. He felt ashamed at his childish behaviour now and upset at how disappointed he had made his father.

"I..I really am sorry Dad. I do take my responsibilities seriously, honestly. I want you to be proud of me, I really do. I'm...I'm sorry it won't happen again."

Stoick sighed as he paused and placed both hands on Hiccups shoulders.

"Don't make promises you can't keep son, that's another lesson you need to learn. Now go finish packing I want you ready this evening."

Hiccup nodded and without a further word he quickly climbed the stairs to his room.

* * *

><p><strong>Thanks for reading<strong>

**Cathrath**


	2. Time of Offering

**Chapter 2 - Time of Offering**

Stoick moaned as he sat slumped in his chair by the fire holding a block of ice to his forehead. Why did it feel like he would never get Hiccup to understand why his training was so important? He wasn't a child any more he needed to start acting like a man. He sighed. Fighting battles, wrestling dragons, defending the shores of Berk from invaders was easy compared to bringing up a child, especially a child as different as Hiccup. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

'Valla you were so much better at this these sorts of things then me', he thought sadly.

Hiccups mother Valhallarama had died when he was only a few years old, leaving Stoick to bring up Hiccup on his own. Stoick knew he hadn't been a very good father but he had tried his best. Trouble was Hiccup was just so different from other Viking children. He wasn't built like a Viking, he was thin and wiry. He didn't think like a Viking, he spent his time inventing and building. He didn't even act like a Viking. He was polite, well mannered and never got into flights. He was different in every way possible. Stoick rubbed the block of ice more forcefully across his brow. His quiet contemplation was interrupted by the arrival of Gobber.

"Afternoon Stoick," he called jovially as he approached, his wooden leg clunking rhythmically on the wooden floor.

"You found him then," Gobber said indicating to Toothless who raised an eyelid to observe the newcomer before closing it again with a huff. Gobber laughed.

"So the talk went well I take it," he said noting the block of ice Stoick was still holding. Stoick mumbled something unrepeatable.

"Ahah...," Gobber said knowingly and immediately changed the subject.

"Well I've come to tell you that the boats are all loaded. We'll be ready to sail in the morning as planned," he glanced at the steps to Hiccups room where he guessed the boy was now.

"Would you perhaps like to check on everything, make sure it's Ok before we leave? The rains have stopped for now," he said looking knowingly at his old friend.

Stoick dropped the ice back into the bucket beside the chair and stood.

"Great idea," he said shortly and moved towards the door.

Gobber gave the steps a final glance before following his Chief out of the house.

* * *

><p>In the room above Hiccup let out an explosive breath. He owed Gobber for distracting his father.<p>

He turned back to the task at hand and felt a sinking feeling. His room really was a mess. More of a mess then he had originally realised. His knapsack lay open on the bed surrounded by spare tunics, books, charcoal pens and many other things that he had thrown on the bed for good measure. Hiccup sighed and started to strip out of his wet clothes, hanging them dripping before the fireplace at the end of his room. He dried himself off and pulled on a clean tunic and trousers, green like all his others and stopped to look into the flames. He knew he had disappointed his father badly this time. He hadn't meant to but it didn't make the feeling any better. He had hoped that after defeated the 'Red Death' things would have improved for him. That he would have fulfilled the requirement to prove himself. Instead it had made it worse. The expectations of his father had grown and Hiccup just wasn't sure he was up to it. He shifted his weight a little and his metal leg screeched loudly again in protest, a trophy from the fight with the gigantic dragon. He grimaced at the condition it was in, the blacksmith in him berating him for his negligence. A light reddish bloom of rust combined with mud caked its surface and the spring squeaked in protest as he moved. He sighed. He really should take more care of it. It was ironic really Toothless's harness was well oiled and greased so it wouldn't rust but his own leg was often forgotten.

He walked over to his work bench and picked up several cloths, some rough wool and a bottle of oil before sitting down on the stool by the fire. He detached the prosthetic with practised ease and begun to wipe the mud and rust from the surface with the cloth and wool. Once it was clean of mud and the metal surface shined again he proceeded to rub oil over it making sure not to get any on the base. It wouldn't do to clean it and then slip over. Once he was satisfied he clipped the device back onto its mounting below his knee and stood. Giving it a little flex to check the squeaking had gone. He then walked over to the bed and look dejectedly down at the mass of stuff lying there. Slowly he began to sort through the items selecting a spare tunic and trousers, an oil soaked fur to keep the rain off, a comb, although he had no idea why he packed this as his hair never sat right however many times he tried, a notebook, several charcoal pens and finally the bottle of oil and a cloth. He closed the bag and began to put the other items he wasn't taking back into their proper place. He placed the bag and his travelling cloak across the back of a chair ready for the morning before taking a last look around the room. Figuring he had everything he needed he began to descend the stairs back into the main hall.

* * *

><p>Deciding he needed to get his father back in a good mood Hiccup set about laying out supper for them both, fresh bread, cheese and mead although he himself opted for water. He had just finished pouring the mead when the door opened.<p>

It had started raining again and Stoick shook his head to clear the water from his beard. He looked up to find Hiccup standing in front of him holding out a cloth. Stoick took the cloth gratefully.

"Thanks son," he said as he dried himself off.

"I've finished packing Dad and I thought you might want some supper before we go to bed," Hiccup said tentatively indicating the table he had laid out. Stoick looked at his son affectionately, his anger melting away completely now.

"That's a good idea Hiccup, well done."

Hiccup smiled shyly at the simple praise. It was a start.

They sat down and started to eat. Hiccup was desperate to repair the damage done by his earlier behaviour and halfway through the meal, when he thought it an appropriate time, he spoke.

"Dad, can I ask a question?"

Stoick took a swig of his tankard and looked at his son.

"Of course son, what is it?"

"Can you tell me again what this trip is all about...so I don't, you know, make any mistakes when we get to the island?"

Stoick smiled, it was good to see Hiccup finally taking an interest. He wasn't a fool he knew this was Hiccups way of making amends but he was pleased none the less.

Stoick took a long drink from his tankard before pushing his chair back and stretching his legs out in front of him.

"Do you remember anything from what I told you before?" He asked.

Hiccups shook he head and look down at his plate ashamed.

"Oh well," Stoick sighed.

"Guess I better start at the beginning again but mind you we won't have time to finish the story tonight."

"I know Dad but we can continue during the journey can't we? I really want to learn this time."

Stoick smiled. Pleased by his sons change of attitude.

"That we can. OK let's start with what this time of year is called."

"The 'Time of Offering'," Hiccup piped up pleased to get the first question right.

"Exactly and can you remember what we do this time of year?" Stoick asked as he took another swig of his mead.

Hiccup tried to think, to remember something from his lessons.

"We celebrate," he said tentatively recalling a large feast each year about this time.

Stoick nodded.

"Aye we celebrate. The 'Time of Offering' constitutes the first seven days of the harvest season. Each year during this time the tribes in the Barbaric Archipelago meet on the Island of Thor for the annual gathering. During this gathering we each make an offering to the gods at the temple of Thor. It's an ancient ritual and it's compulsory for each tribe to take part. Failure to do so comes with severe penalties."

Hiccup looked at his father confused.

"Penalties?" He asked.

His father looked at him seriously.

"If a tribe does not participate in the ritual offering at the temple they are outcast. This not only means that they are shunned by gods but by their fellow tribes as well. Treaties become forfeit and war can be declared."

Hiccup looked shocked at this.

"I didn't realise it was that serious. I always thought it was just a chance to eat more food then is sensible and drink till your stupid."

Stoick smiled.

"Aye it is, but the Hooligan tribe has always paid its dues. As chief you must make sure that your responsibilities are met and your tribe protected before indulging. It has always been this way."

Hiccup looked down at the cup in his hands deep in thought more than a little ashamed that he hadn't taken the whole thing seriously, what sort of Chiefs son was he. Stoick saw the change in Hiccups body language and decided he needed to help put him at his ease. He leaned forwards and took his sons hands in his own.

"I have a confession for you Hiccup. We're very much alike you and me. When I was your age I didn't really think much about my responsibilities or my future either. It all seemed a long way off back then. What I did do was spend my time chasing after girls, well your mother actually, and dreaming of my first battle and the glory it would bring me."

Hiccup looked up and raised an eyebrow at hearing his father's confession feeling slightly put out after all the lectures he had received about being a man and taking his role as heir seriously.

"Really Dad...girls," he said indignantly.

His father had the decency to look slightly embarrassed.

"Ah, well maybe not so much alike, you're a little ahead of me aren't you lad. You've already gained the glory in the battle with that huge dragon and you have the girl already in your sights," he said looking knowingly at Hiccup.

Hiccup turned a shade of red and Stoick laughed.

"I have eyes. Look son I'm sorry I've been so harsh on you lately. I've just been trying to make you understand how important a Chief is to a tribe. It's our duty to keep them safe but being of a Chiefs blood line doesn't make you a good leader, look at your cousin Snotlout for example. I wouldn't trust him to put his boots on the right feet let along lead a tribe."

Hiccup snorted in laughter.

"What I'm trying to say is that you don't just become a Chief overnight, its something you have work at...learn to be."

Hiccup looked at his father seriously.

"Sorry Dad, I understand what your trying to teach me now."

Stoick returned his sons look and let the pride show in his face.

"I have great faith and pride in you Hiccup. I know that you will be a great Chief when your time comes."

"Thanks Dad," Hiccup said happily, pleased that his father didn't think him to be a failure like he had feared.

Stoick smiled at his son before draining the last of his tankard and standing.

"We will continue this in the morning, but for now bed, we have an early start."

Hiccup stood to and once he had cleared the table he started to climb the steps to his room.

"Night Hiccup," his father yawning as he started to remove his armour.

"Night Dad," Hiccup replied and with that climbed the rest of the steps followed by Toothless.

Once in his room he watched Toothless as he made himself comfortable on his slab before removing his own belt and tunic. He sat down and removed his prosthetic laying it carefully on the floor beside the bed. He then sat there for a little while deep in thought. He was glad his father had been honest with him. He knew it wasn't going to be easy but at least he now understood what his father expected of him. His father would be hard on him when he needed to be but it was only so that Hiccup could learn and become a good leader. For the first time Hiccup felt comfortable with the prospect of become Chief.

He swung into bed and pulled the furs up around himself. He lay there a little longer in the dark thinking. He wanted to know more about this 'Time of Offering' they had only just brushed the surface that evening. He hadn't realised that an event he had always known as a celebration had such a dark side to it but then he supposed that his father had always shielded the tribe from that fact. If he was to do his duty and make his father proud of him he would need to know everything possible about this trip, what were a few days away from Astrid if it meant he could help protect his tribe. He resigned himself to ask more questions in the morning and with this last determined thought he closed his eyes and drifted off into sleep.


	3. History Lesson

**Chapter 3 - History Lesson**

Hiccup stood at the docks and watched as his father bellowed orders to the crew of the 'Peregrine Falcon' and the last items were loaded into its hold. The sun had barely broken the horizon but final preparations were well underway.

He longed to continue the conversation from the previous evening with his father but he knew that now wasn't the time. There would be time enough after they had set sail and were out into the open sea. He sighed, he should really help but he was afraid of getting in the way. Sailing wasn't really his thing. He was happy to man an ore when required but flying was more his style. He turned at the sound of heavy paws bounding up behind him. Toothless wasn't in the best of moods that morning owing to Hiccup waking him early with his bustling around the room. He gave a wide toothless yawn as he reached Hiccup and nuzzled him dozily. Hiccup scratched him between the ears and smiled as Toothless started to purr. Behind Toothless he saw the one other person had wanted to see most that morning, Astrid. He had been afraid of waking her too early to say his goodbyes but he guessed that with her father being on the council she had been woken early like Toothless and had come to see them off.

"Morning Astrid," he said smiling and moving towards her noticing that she was wrapped up in a thick cloak against the chill.

"Morning handsome," she said stifling a yawn.

He wrapped his arms around her waist and their lips met briefly in greeting.

"Well you're still alive so it can't have gone that bad with your father last night," she said sleepily snuggling into his embrace.

Hiccup grimaced.

"Well I wouldn't say that. I really messed up this time Astrid but we talked and I think everything's Ok now," he said recalling the night before.

"See I told you it was just one of those chief vs. father moments," she said smiling and looking up at Hiccup.

He smiled back.

"You were right, as always. You know I don't think we have ever talked like that before. I think he finally understands me and I think I understand him now. Guess that's all we needed to do, talk. Do you know something? He told me last night that when he was my age he spent his time chasing after my mother and after all those lectures he's been giving me about duty and responsibility. I mean I would never do anything like that," Hiccup said indignantly.

Astrid smiled and raised her eyebrows.

"Oh really, so what am I then?"

Hiccups face turned a shade of red and he started to splutter his apologies.

"I didn't mean, well, I did, but I don't mean you Astrid…its different…you and me..."

"Really," she said in sweet innocence.

Hiccup slumped in defeat. He was digging himself deeper and the last thing he wanted to do was fight before they parted.

"Sorry," he apologised.

She pecked him on the cheek.

"That's alright you can make it up to me during the trip," she said enjoying his discomfort.

Hiccup looked at her in confusion.

"During the…what do you mean?"

She smiled at him again.

"Your Dad didn't tell you did he," she said in amusement at his confused look.

"Tell me what?" he said in impatiently.

"I'm coming with you."

"Y…you are," he stammered in disbelief. It was then that he noticed that in addition to the thick cloak she wore there was a bag strapped across her back along with her battle axe and sword.

"How…When…?" He said with a stupid grin crossing his face.

"You Dad came to see me last night. It must have been just before you talked because he was in a bit of a temper. I think he came to see if I was ok after our 'dangerous' flight. Really he needs to get some prospective. We've done way more dangerous things then that and….."

"**Astrid**," Hiccup said loudly in frustration as she wandered off topic.

"Oh yes, well he seemed to calm down after a bit and then out of the blue he asked if I would accompany you on the trip. I said yes of course straight away."

Hiccups face lit up.

"You're really coming with us," he said happily, embracing her tighter.

"Yep, can't get rid of me that easily Hero," she said putting her arms around his neck and pulling him into a deep kiss.

"Is it to much to ask for you two to give a hand?"

They broke apart quickly and turned to see Gobber clunking his way up the dock side towards them.

"I can see you have your hands full Hiccup but do you think you could free them up long enough to give a hand with the real work," he said indicating to where the final preparation for sail were being made.

"Sorry Gobber, we got carried away," Hiccup said sheepishly.

"That I can see lad, now get on that boat before you get your father in a bad mood again," he said gruffly.

Blanching at the prospect Hiccup gave Astrid a final quick kiss before heading down the docks at a run to join his father on the Falcon.

"Glad you're joining us missy," Gobber said as they both watched Hiccup help to lower the main sail.

Astrid turned to Gobber.

"So am I, and thanks Gobber. I know you helped convince Hiccups father to invite me along," she said.

Gobber shrugged.

"Ah Stoick's not so bad, he's just not very observant about these sorts of things. He's got too much Cheifing to do. I just mentioned that you two would miss each other and that's why you both went out when you shouldn't have. He was the one to suggest you came along."

"Well I'm glad you helped," she said standing up on her toes and planting a kiss on the smiths cheek. Astrid didn't normally show her softer side. That was reserved for Hiccup. After all she did have a reputation to maintain but she was grateful to Gobber for intervening.

"Well get to it missy it's not a pleasure jaunt, there's work to do," Gobber said blushing.

She smiled and ran down to join Hiccup.

* * *

><p>It had been several hours since they had left Berk and the progress so far that morning had been steady with a good wind filling the sails. The Falcon was now well ahead of the main fleet, being the fastest boat, but this was part of the plan. The Falcon would make land fall on the island of Thor in two days time to get the tribal gathering underway. The 'Blue Whale', a slower and bulker vessel would take three days to make the trip and would land a day after the Falcon with its precious cargo of offerings. The remainder of the fleet had been divided to act as an honour guard for the Falcon and protection for the Whale.<p>

Hiccup leaned up against the rail and watched as the boat cut through the water, white foam swirling out from its side. He was glad that he didn't get sea sick anymore. When he was younger his father had taken him and the other young members of the tribe on a few fishing trips but Hiccup had embarrassed himself by being violently ill every time. That hadn't helped much with his once reputation as Hiccup the Useless. What sort of Viking got sea sick? Thankfully that was behind him now. Years of flying on Toothless had hardened his stomach and he no longer felt sick from the rolling motion of the boat. It was ironic, even on his first flight on Toothless, which had been far more stomach churning than a simple boat ride, he had never got air sick. Guess that was something else that made him different. He looked up as the wind caught the sail above causing it to give a loud boom. He was glad there was a breeze he really wasn't in the mood to row. Astrid came up beside him.

"You look bored," she said.

Hiccup turned to her.

"No, not really, just caught up in my memories. Do you remember when I used to get sea sick?"

Astrid rolled her eyes.

"Oh yes, I remember. I also remember the clean up," she said and punched him playfully on the arm.

Hiccup rubbed at the spot.

"Ow. Oh yeah I forgot about that," he said sheepishly.

Astrid shivered suddenly and Hiccup realised she wasn't wearing her cloak.

"Come here," he said and wrapped his own cloak around her.

She snuggled back against him.

"Better?" He asked as he buried his face in her hair.

"Better," she breathed.

They looked out over the foaming blue expanse of the sea for a while, enjoying being in each other's arms. They were happily oblivious to anything or anyone around them until a deep cough brought them back to their senses. They started apart and turned to see an amused Stoick standing there.

"Might I borrow my son for a moment Astrid?"

"Oh sorry Chief, of course," Astrid said as she disentangled herself from Hiccups arm and cloak.

"You can have him back when I'm done lass," Stoick said amused.

She smiled and quickly pecked Hiccup on the cheek before going to the far side of the boat to find her own father.

"Sorry son," Stoick said apologetically as he took a place beside Hiccup at the rail.

"That's Ok Dad," he said turning to look at his father.

"Astrid and Gobber told me what you did Dad. I..I just wanted to say thank you."

Stoick smiled and placed a hand on his son's shoulder.

"You're welcome. I was harsh on you yesterday. I forgot what it is like to be young and in love." His eyes grew distant for a while and Hiccup guessed he was thinking about his mother.

"I thought we could continue where we left off yesterday. That is assuming you still want to learn," Stoick said as he came back to himself and looked at Hiccup.

Hiccup nodded.

"Yeah I do."

"Ok well we covered what the 'Time of Offering' is. What would you like to know next?" Stoick asked leaving Hiccup to decide on his educational path.

Hiccup thought for a moment.

"What is the offering? I mean I've seen that we've loaded the Whale with food, drink and furs but why?" He asked.

Stoick took a moment to think through his answer.

"I explained about the need to make an offering. Well the offering has to be something that the tribe consider of value. They have to make a sacrifice of sorts. The greater the sacrifice the more committed a tribe shows itself to be and the more likely they are to gain the gods favour."

Hiccup brought his hand to his chin in thought.

"So it has to be something that the tribe really needs or will miss and we offer up food, drink and furs?" He asked.

Stoick nodded.

"Yes, and can you think why?"

Hiccup resumed his thinking.

"Well Berk isn't the most hospitable of places, it's rocky, cold and the soil is poor. Growing anything is difficult."

Stoick nodded again and let his son continue his line of thought pleased that he understood so fast. Hiccup had always been a quick thinker.

"So for us the most precious thing to the tribe is food and warmth," Hiccup said hoping that he was on the right lines and showing suitable enthusiasm. Stoick smiled, pleased with Hiccups answer.

"Yes that's right. Each year we try to produce more food then we need so that we have sufficient to take to the temple and present as our offering. The other tribes will work on the same lines. If they rely on trade it may be gold or if they live somewhere cold it may be clothing or furs. As long as it is of value to them then it can be presented as an offering. Its hard work but it's better than the alternative," Stoick said but Hiccup saw him hesitate as if he was thinking about something he would rather not say.

"What's the alternative?" Hiccup asked curiously.

Stoick hesitated again but encouraged by Hiccups questions he seemed to come to a decision. Hiccup needed to know. After all this was the history of their tribe however terrible it was. This lesson was important.

"Hiccup in ancient times we weren't always so….civilised. Nowadays when we meet we take part in a harmless game of trying to outdo each other, who can present the finest clothing, the largest hoard of gold, the most food. It has an important purpose but it's a game. The 'Time of Offering' has become a kind of annual festival and many of us have forgotten the real reason as to why we do it this way. Back in the time of our ancestors the meeting of tribes was a bloody affair. We believed that to receive the Gods favour you had to be the only one to make an offering. To gain that honour the tribes would fight each other."

He looked at the dark blue water for a moment. Hiccup waited.

"Each year the tribes would gather on the shores of the Island of Thor and select ten of their best warriors. A great battle would then ensue between these chosen few until only one tribe's warriors remained standing."

"That's terrible," Hiccup said shocked

"Aye, it was. The victorious tribe would win the honour of making their offering, their sacrifice to the gods."

Stoick looked at Hiccup.

"It's one of the reasons we now use the event as a time to cement peace with each other. The time of fighting is still fresh in our tribal memories and although we may have had skirmishes in the past none have been as bloody as the battles fought during the 'Time of Offering'. The consequences of loosing were terrible indeed."

"What consequences?" Hiccup asked in trepidation a little shocked at his own tribe's bloody history.

Stoick suddenly turned and looked directly at his son.

"Rather than present its own offerings the winning tribe would demand each of the defeated tribes give them something of theirs to present as an offering, something they held precious."

"That doesn't seem that bad," Hiccup said thinking that food or clothing was not such a terrible thing to lose after such a defeat.

Stoick looked at his son, a serious and frightening look on his face. Hiccup started to have a horrible feeling of foreboding about where this was going.

"Remember what I said Hiccup, it wasn't like it is today…we weren't so….civilised. These were terrible times, times of blood and blood is a precious thing. The winning tribe wouldn't select material things from the defeated tribes they would select a sacrifice, a human sacrifice."

Hiccup felt his own blood run cold.


	4. Unwanted Greeting

**Chapter 4 - Unwanted Greeting**

Hiccup tossed and turned in his blankets trying to get to sleep but it was no use he just couldn't put all the terrible things he had leant that afternoon out of his mind. Sighing he finally gave up on sleep and tossed his blanket aside. He picking himself wearily up from the deck where he had been trying to catch a few hours sleep before quietly moved through the other sleeping bodies. He pushing aside the fabric of the makeshift tent they had erected on the deck of the Falcon using the spare sail and stepped out into the cold night air.

He stretched to relieve the stiffness in his back and glanced at the stars, reckoning that it was about midnight. The current watch stationed at the side of the rail turned and nodded to him in acknowledgement and he nodded in return before pulling his cloak around himself against the chill and moving to the front of the boat. He stood there for a few moments watching its progress through the now black waters before sitting down on the wooden curve at the base of the Falcons figure head. In this position he was successfully hidden from view and could be alone with his thoughts.

He couldn't deny that his father's 'lesson' only a few hours before had shocked him deeply. It had just been too horrible to take in. Berk had always seemed a quiet, friendly community until then. The thought that they had participated in bloody ritual battles and either sacrificed or been forced to give up people to sacrifice was just something he couldn't comprehend. These were his people and he would be their Chief some day. Hiccup tried to shake the morbid thoughts out of his head. Berk wasn't like that anymore all this happened a long time ago and his father had said that they had long since stopped the practice. He was relieved at that, he wasn't sure he could let anyone be harmed in that way even if it was to protect the tribe and prevent war. His mind drifted back to their conversation.

_"Did..Didn't the tribe try to stop them it?" Hiccup had asked in a shaky voice._

_Stoick nodded._

_"At first they did, but any resistance resulted in the tribe being exterminated or driven from their homes. In the end the chosen sacrifice went willingly, knowing they had to give themselves to the gods to keep their people safe."_

_Hiccup looked back down at his hands noting that they were shaking with the horror of what his father was telling him. Stoick leant forward and took Hiccups shaking hands in his own. _

_"I remember when your grandfather first told me this story. I remember feeling shocked and horrified at our past…ashamed of my ancestors. I also felt ashamed of my own behaviour. This was the turning point for me when I realised my responsibilities as the future Chief, as you have done. I learnt a valuable lesson that day. I know now as a Chief that fighting is a way of defending your home, your people and your family not for glory. From that day on I started to listen to my father, started to learn. I never wanted us to fall back to those dark times ever again and I pledged my life to my tribe and still do, day in and day out and will continue to do so until I pass that responsibility to the next Chief, if he's worthy."_

_Hiccup finally spoke._

_"I'll try to make you proud Dad. I'll keep trying to learn, to get better, I promise."_

_Stoick leaned forward and kissed his son on the forehead and smiled._

_"That's all a father can ask Hiccup."_

Hiccup came back from his recollection and sighed. What a lesson that had been to learn. He was determined now to be a Chief that his tribe would be proud of and look up to. He wanted to always do what was best for them, keep them safe and well provided for. To never let them fall back into those dark days. He smiled wryly at how much had changed in his way of thinking after only a few short days. He hoped his father was proud of him because by the gods it hadn't been an easy ride for either of them.

* * *

><p>Hiccup started violently as a hand on his shoulder jolted him awake and he tumbled from his perch to the floor in a tangle of his own cloak.<p>

"Ow," he said indignantly as he looked up at Astrid who was doubled over with laughter.

"S..Sorry," she said trying to get herself back under control as Hiccup unwrapped himself from his cloak and stood up, rubbing his now sore backside.

"C..Couldn't resist," she finished as she wiped a tear from her eye.

Hiccup made a 'humph' noise of annoyance as he dusted himself off.

"What were you doing out here anyway?" She asked, finally getting control of herself.

"Couldn't sleep," he said shrugging.

"Well you looked like you were asleep just now."

"I meant earlier in the night."

"Oh, you don't normally have restless nights...do you?"

"Well no but I had a lot on my mind," he said solemnly looking out at the first sign of light across the horizon where the sun was starting to make its appearance. Astrid noted the change in Hiccup.

"Want to talk about it?" She asked more seriously.

He looked at her.

"Not really," he said.

"Sure?"

He ruffled his hair in an absent minded way.

"My Dad and I had another one of those talks. It was quite intense."

"Oh...one of thoooose talks," she said playfully.

"You should have asked me," Astrid said sidled up to him seductively.

A look of horror and panic crossed Hiccups face as he grasped her meaning.

"W..what no n..not that kind of talk," he said waving his arms out in front of him in a panicked gesture.

Astrid pouted and looked disappointed but dropped the look when she noticed the dark serious one cross Hiccups face as he looked out absently at the sunrise again.

"Sorry," she said simply and slipped her hand into his, he griped it tightly.

"It's Ok. My Dad just shocked me a bit yesterday. He told me something's about our history and about the tribal gathering that I would rather not have known."

Astrid squeezed his hand.

"Tell me."

Hiccup looked at her. For a moment he contemplated keeping this to himself. He didn't want to upset her but then he realised she would likely accept this better than he had. He looked at her beautiful features, the way her braided hair shinned gold in the early light, they way she always looked perfect whatever time of the day it was, the way her blue eyes looked at him with love and understanding. They always shared everything. It hadn't always been that way. When they were younger she had seen him as the useless Viking everyone else had but after he had trained Toothless she had seen him differently and they had grown closer and closer until he had plucked up the courage to ask her to be his girlfriend. He needed to talk about this and he knew that Astrid would listen. He took a deep breath and began to tell the tale once again.

* * *

><p>Astrid looked at Hiccup stunned as he finished telling the story.<p>

"Great Gods. I never knew, I don't think anyone does," she exclaimed shocked.

"Apart from the Chief, his son and his girlfriend now," Hiccup added. He felt better after telling Astrid. She had listened to him without comment and had accepted his own fears and acclamations that he would never let anything like this happen again.

"How about something to take your mind off things," she said letting go of his hand and walking a short way across the deck to where she had stowed her possessions.

"Like what?" He asked intrigued, looking around the deck. People were starting to rise from their sleep and the morning activities of changing the watch, setting the sails, preparing breakfast were well underway.

Astrid came back carrying her sword.

"Well, I was thinking we could have a little sword practice. I'm going to seize up if I don't hit something soon and you still need lots of practice even if you do seem to have a natural talent for it," she rolled her shoulders to advertise her stiffness and eagerness.

Hiccup flinched at the word 'hit'. Astrid being cooped up was never a good thing but he had to agree with her, hitting something right now seemed like a very good idea.

"Ok I'm in," he said as he dived back into the makeshift tent and emerged carrying his sword and his knapsack.

Astrid smiled and slipped a wooden sheath over the blade of her sword. They used these to prevent serious injury when training. Hiccup however couldn't use the wooden sheath on his sword as the standard sword every Viking used was just too heavy for him. He was built for speed not brute strength and whilst he had put on a fair amount of muscle with his training and years of flying on Toothless he still struggled with the heavy blade. Instead Hiccup had made his own sword which was thinner and lighter than normal and had a slight curve to it for quickness of movement. He drew it and looked at it with pride. He had tried several techniques in its forging before getting the mix of metal and the temperatures right but the end result had produced a metal that was both lighter than the standard sword and stronger. Everyone had laughed when he had first drawn it. They thought it was too weak, that it would shatter on the first blow but they had all been taken back when he had showed them what both he and the sword could do.

Seeing as the standard sheaths wouldn't fit the size and curve of the blade, and even if they had it would have added to much weight, Hiccup had come up with an alternative method of protecting the blade when sparing. He reached into his knapsack and pulled out a long strip of leather. He then proceeded to wrap this around the blade securing the end by the hilt. This acted just as efficiently as the wooded sheath and didn't impede his movement.

"Ready," Astrid said as she started to swing her sword in a series of practice warm up moves.

"Ready," he said assuming an open stance with his feet and holding his sword at a slight angle to the front of him. This was his standard opening position. It allowed him full movement from the off. Astrid assumed a similar stance of her own.

Without any signal to start they started to circle each other keeping a wary eye on each other's movements, waiting for the first move to be made. Surprisingly it was Hiccup that made the first move. He dove to the side and swung a well aimed although short swipe at Astrid's side. Astrid blocked the blow easily and Hiccup quickly withdrew his arm back to the ready position.

"Nice try," she said smirking

"Just warming up," he countered with a slight shrug.

Astrid made the next move and made a quick dash at Hiccup. As she swung her sword at his chest he stepped back letting the swing miss him but Astrid wasn't done. She pivoted around him with lightning speed and swung her sword again this time aimed at his back. Hiccup wasn't to be caught out though and dropped to his knees before rolling on the deck, the sword whistling harmlessly over his head. In one fluid motion he was back on his feet and circling her again, his sword held ready.

By now their sparing had caused some interest and people were starting to gather around the couple to watch. Astrid and Hiccup paid them no attention and continued to focus intently on each other waiting for the next move to be made. Hiccup unleashed a series of strokes that caused Astrid to step back but despite his attack she blocked each one with ease. She noticed that Hiccup was swinging a little too wide and smiled to herself. He was off balance. Using this to her advantage she copied Hiccups move from earlier and ducked to the deck. With nothing there now to take the weight of his swings Hiccup stumbled forwards and then fell to the deck as Astrid soundly kicked his legs out from under him before jumping back to her own feet. Hiccup sensed the danger and rolled to the side as Astrid's blade came crashing to the deck where he had been only a few moments before. He rolled onto his back and lifted his sword out in front of him to block Astrid's returned blow. Their blades making a dull thud as their sheathed surfaces collided.

"Ready to give up yet?" Astrid asked as she smirked above him.

"Not really," he said with a smile as he kicked out with his good foot and pushed her away.

Back on his feet they continued to spar, trading blow for blow. The crowd cheering and groaning in the appropriate places as they chose sides for the final victor. Stoick watched with interest. His son really did show a talent for the sword, alright he was left handed which was a little strange for a Viking but then there were lots of things strange about Hiccup. Stoick grimaced as Astrid made a particularly hard swing at Hiccups side which he only just blocked, their blades dragging along each other until finally disengaging. It was then that Stoick noticed something of concern. There was a glint of metal from Hiccups blade. The last clash had started to dislodge the protective wrappings from the metal. He tried to give a shout of warning as Hiccup leapt forward for another attack but his voice was drowned out by the cheers of the crowd. Hiccups blade made contact with Astrid's arm and there was a bright spurt of red as blood was drawn. In the heat of battle Astrid hadn't noticed her injury but Hiccup had and dropped his guard in alarm.

"Astrid..." He started to say but never got a chance to finish as Astrid dropped to the floor and swung her leg out, catching Hiccups prosthetic and knocking him heavily to the floor.

Hiccup rolled to his knees and coughed violently as he tried to regain the breath that had been knocked out of him when he froze, feeling the pressure of Astrid's blade against his neck.

"You're dead," she said.

"You sure about that," he said and she looked down to see Hiccups own blade inverted and pressing against her stomach.

"Guess it's a draw," and she lowering her blade. Hiccup did the same and sprung quickly to his feet turning to Astrid and grabbing her arm gently.

"You're hurt."

She looked at her arm stupidly and noticed for the first time the deep cut and rivets of blood.

"Oh, I didn't realise. How….?"

Hiccup pulled her over to sit on a barrel and began digging in his knapsack for a clean bandage. He always carried a medical kit with him after all he always seemed to need it himself but he never expected to need it for Astrid because of something he had done.

"It was my fault, the cover slipped from my blade. I couldn't have tied it tight enough," he said with remorse as he cleaned and wrapped her wound. How could he have been so careless?

"Sorry," he said simply keeping his eyes on his work. He didn't want to look at her right now. He knew she would be mad at him for being so careless, so useless.

"Hey it wasn't your fault we were going at it pretty hard. It was an accident," she said noticing that Hiccup still wasn't looking at her and she grabbed his chin and forced him to look up.

"It wasn't your fault, I'm not mad at you."

"I'm really sorry Astrid."

Astrid kissed him.

"I know, it was a good fight though," she said smiling

Hiccup noticed how her eyes shone and he shook his head in defeat.

"Trust you to only be happy when you're injured."

Astrid punched him on the arm and he rubbed it with a look of injury feigned on his face.

"Good fight you two," Stoick said as he approached the pair after shooing off the last of the onlookers back to their tasks. He clapped Hiccup hard on the shoulder right where Astrid had just punched him.

"You're getting good boy, a real chip off the old block."

"Thanks Dad," Hiccup said rubbing his sore shoulder with a winch.

**"STOICK."**

All three of them looked up at the cry from the top of the mast where the lookout was posted.

**"WHAT IS IT SVEN," **Stoick shouted back.

**"STORM AHEAD," **the lookout responded pointing to the ominous looking clouds ahead that were already starting to light up with flashes of lightning.

"Great, just what we need," Stoick grumbled and with that he started to shout orders at the crew.

**"CHECK THE SAIL."**

**"MAN THE OARS."**

Hiccup groaned as he got up from Astrid's side. Great a storm meant a rough last day at sea. With any luck it wouldn't last long. He turned to Astrid.

"I've got to go man an oar. Will you be ok?"

She gave him a withering look that spoke volumes.

"Ok, Ok I was just asking," he said stepping back before turning and running across the deck to take up his position at the oar.

Astrid watched him go and smiled. She thought about how much she loved this gangly, unorthodox Viking. Everyone had thought she would have gone for Snotlout or one of the other strong looking warriors in the tribe but she had learnt that there was more to real warriors and Heroes then shear muscle bulk. She had fallen for Hiccup. In her eyes he was the tallest strongest Viking there was, the perfect Hero and he had proved time and time again that he was the measure of others in the tribe and more so for only Hiccup pushed aside the boundaries to see what really lay beyond. Who would have thought that the tough and rough Astrid would go for the sensitive type? But she didn't care, he was her unorthodox Viking and she loved everything about him.

* * *

><p>Hiccup leaned heavily on his oar in exhaustion. He had been rowing for most of the day and his muscles ached. He wiped his damp fringe out of his eyes and stood shakily. The storm had dropped in its ferocity now and whilst the thunder and rain continued the high winds had dropped allowing the Falcon to be piloted without the aid of the full oar crew. He stretched and winched as he felt his back crack and pop with the movement.<p>

"Need a drink?"

He looked over as Astrid approached holding a welcome cup of water out to him. He took it greedily and drained it in one go.

"Thanks," he said wiping his hand across his mouth.

"You looked like you needed it."

He nodded.

"How's the arm?" He asked.

"Stings a bit," she said stretching it out.

"Sorry," he said looking mortified again.

"Will you stop apologising I told you it was ok," Astrid said with a flicker of annoyance.

He was about to respond when a shout from the mast drew his attention.

**"LAND AHEAD."**

Forgetting his sore muscles Hiccup quickly handed back the mug to Astrid and started to climb the mast to join the lookout.

He reached the platform quickly and looked out excitedly to where Sven was pointing. It was faint through the thick mist but he could just make out the outline of a distant shore and a large mountain. They had made it. The island of Thor was ahead of them.

His excitement growing Hiccup climbed down the mast, dropping the last few meters before dashing towards the tent where his father was sleeping. He pushed back the fabric and approached his father, reaching out to gently shake him before leaping back. He had learned a long time ago that waking his father was a dangerous activity and he had nearly met his end by sword or axe several times. Sure enough Stoick sprang to his feet brandishing his axe. Hiccup quickly stepped back, his arms up defensively.

"Dad it's me, please don't chop me."

Realising it was Hiccup who had woken him and not some marauding invader Stoick relaxed.

"For the love of Thor Hiccup I could have killed you."

"I know Dad it's not exactly fun for me either," Hiccup said lowering his arms.

"Why did you wake me?"

"Land Dad, were here."

Stoick quickly sheathed his axe and exited the tent. They were closer now and the shore could be made out more clearly. Hiccup could see that the shore was mainly made up of a shingly beach and looming over the whole island like some giant sentinel a mountain cast its shadow. The island was shrouded in thick mist and dark shadows from the clouds overhead. It looked like the sun rarely shone here. Seeming to understand what Hiccup was thinking Stoick spoke.

"During the 'Time of Offering' Thor surrounds the Island in his might," he explained and as if to highlight this lightning struck the top of the mountain.

"Does he ever leave?" Hiccup asked a little fearful.

"Yes, normally after the festivities have been completed and the sacrifices have been accepted."

"Oh good," Hiccup said shivering slightly as a cold breeze sprung up.

"I see that we are expected," Stoick said pointing at the beach.

Hiccup looked over the rail towards the beach and to where his father was pointing. He could just make out several figures in what seemed like yellow robes standing on the shore.

"Who are they?" He asked with interest.

"Temple guards."

"Guards!" Hiccup said sounding a little alarmed.

Stoick chuckled.

"It's ok Hiccup. It's part of the ceremonial welcome. When we first land on the island, we are viewed as invaders. We have to be challenged and then taken to be presented to the Elder who will confirm our identity and accept us."

Hiccup didn't feel very convinced. As they got closer, he could see that they were heavily armed and looked more than a little menacing.

"If you say so Dad."

"Don't worry son, just follow my lead," Stoick said reassuringly.

The main fleet held back as the Falcon completed the journey into shore its keel finally catching the gravely shore until the boat came to a stop. The water was shallow here and they climbed down ropes before wading the last few meters onto the shore. Hiccup inwardly cursed, he was going to have to treat his leg again, seawater was not going to be good for it. Hiccups trepidation grew with each step but he kept his head held high just a step behind his father as they approached the guards. He was the son of the Chief he had to show that he was worthy to be there.

One of the guards stepped forwards and raised his spear in a challenge to Stoick. Stoick raised his hands in an open gesture and then proceeded to remove his weapons, laying them on the shore in front of them. He gestured to the rest of the tribe to follow suit.

"I come to offer my tribe's worthiness to the great God Thor," Stoick said in a well-practised monotone.

"Do you come in peace and pledge to respect the will of Thor and his chosen ones whilst on his sacred Island?" The guard asked in an almost bored tone. He had clearly gone though this ritual several times in the last few days and was getting bored of saying the same few words.

Stoick continued the ritual.

"We do, we wish to show that we are worthy to be in the great God's presence and bring sacrifice to be duly made to him."

The Guard lowered his weapon.

"I see your intentions are clear and honourable but it is not my place to judge your worthiness. I will take you to the Elder so that she may make judgement upon you and your tribe."

Stoick nodded and started to follow the guard as he led them along the beach. Hiccup made to reach down and pick up his sword but he caught his father's eye and saw him shake his head wordlessly. Getting the message, he stood quickly and followed. The remaining guards gathered up the weapons from the ground before following them. Hiccup fell into step behind his father, that was close he had nearly made a mess of it from the very beginning. Why hadn't his father told him about the ritual? He would have known what to do. Hiccup glanced back and saw Astrid a few meters behind him. She winked at him and smiled which made him feel a whole lot better.

The Berk party followed the guard up a path from the beach, which twisted and wound its way through the rocky base of the mountain. Hiccup followed his father who seemed to know where he was going even without the guard leading the way and he wondered how many times he had made this trip and if he had ever accompanied his grandfather. Hiccup had never met his grandfather. Stoick had become Chief before Hiccup had been born. He knew where his monument was and had accompanied his father each year during the ritual of the ancestors to pay tribute but he wondered what the man had been like. He knew from his treasure hunting a while back that not all of his family had been like Stoick the Vast. There had been members of his family like himself. Hamish the II had been a 'Hiccup' like him and for him to have been named 'Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III' Hiccup supposed that there would have had to have been a two previous to him with this name. Lost in his daydream Hiccup nearly collided with his father when he stopped suddenly. Jolted from his thoughts Hiccup looked around his father and nearly let out an audible gasp. What was before him was the most beautify set of buildings he had ever seen. The temple complex shone in the half dusk light. The walls of the buildings seemed to be made of white stone but they shone like nothing he had ever seen before.

"Behold the Temple of Thor," the guard enunciated proudly and as if to highlight the introduction a flash of lightning lit up the buildings with a fiery glow.

They now proceeded to move down into the stone valley and then through the main gates of the temple. As they drew closer to the buildings, Hiccup could see that it was not white stone but instead the walls were inlaid with white seashell. Shell that shone in the light making it look like it was on fire. Hiccup was suitably awestruck by the craftsmanship and he longed to touch one of the walls to find out how they had been made. As if reading his sons mind Stoick turned to look at him and shook his head.

"Don't," he said firmly.

"I wasn't going to...I"

"Hiccup I mean it, don't."

He felt a little hurt and upset at his father's instant jump to conclusions. Well yes he had been fascinated but he wasn't going to investigate now, maybe later, but not now.

They finally came to a halt in front of the great hall in the centre of the complex. Two more guards stood in front of the closed main doors one of which now stepped forward. Their own guide stepped forward to meet him.

"I bring invaders who claim they are here to present their worthiness to the Gods," he stated in that same bored voice.

"Only the Elder can declare them worthy," responded the guard at the door.

"Let them pass so that she may make her judgement," their guide stated.

The two guards nodded and simultaneously opened the doors allowing them to pass.

They passed through the archway and into the main hall. At the far end, through another set of doors, sat a great dais and upon it, seated in a high backed ornately carved chair, sat an old woman in the same yellow robes.

'Guess that's the Elder,' Hiccup thought as they approached. Behind them, the doors slammed shut.

In the firelight that now illuminated the hall Hiccup could make out the faces of others. Not all of them were wearing the yellow robes of the temple, some were in similar garb to themselves and Hiccup guessed these were the other tribes and their entourages. In fact, he recognised a few of them from gatherings on Berk. The hall fell silent as the Elder stood.

"Who comes before the chosen Elder of Thor?" She boomed.

Hiccup was impressed despite her apparent age she had a voice that would make the mountains quake.

"I Stoick the Vast of the Hooligan Tribe," his father boomed back.

"I knowest thee Stoick the Vast and recognise you as a Hooligan, state your purpose in coming to these shores. Do you come with honourable intentions?"

"I come to make homage and sacrifice to the Gods so that they may look fondly upon us once more. I also come to introduce my son to the Gods so that they will know him on future visits," Stoick added putting his arm on Hiccups shoulders and ushering him forward.

The Elder turned her attention to Hiccup who swallowed nervously as everyone in the room now turned to look at him.

"By which name shall we know thee son of Berk?" She said addressing him directly.

"Hiccup...Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III, son of Stoick the Vast," he replied making the speech up on the spot. Why hadn't his father warned him about this, it would have been nice to have had a chance to practise.

"We know of thee, Dragon conquer. We believed you to be taller."

Hiccup inwardly groaned at this, why was it so hard for everyone to believe but he relaxed when he noticed that the Elder was smiling and felt the colour rise to his cheeks.

The Elder continued with the ritual.

"Do you and your son pledge to respect the laws of this island and abide by all that is demanded of you?" She said addressing them both now.

"We do," father and son, stated together.

She nodded and gestured to the surrounding crowd.

"Then step forward Stoick and Hiccup of the Hooligans and be greeted by your fellow tribes."

With that, Stoick stepped forward and Hiccup joined him. At the same time, each of the tribal leaders stepped forward encircling the pair and raised their hands in salute, which Stoick and Hiccup copied.

Then without further ceremony, the ritual ended. The circle broke and loud talking began to fill the hall. People started to come forward to shake Stoick's hand, welcoming him and there were talks of battles, trade and tribal affairs. The entire mood seemed light and friendly and Hiccup was glad that the stiffness and formality was over. It had been very uncomfortable for him but he was glad he had not embarrassed himself or his father.

Bored of the shop talk his father was undertaking Hiccup started to wind his way through the crowd of people in search of Astrid. However, after a few minutes he gave it up as a bad idea. There were just too many people and he realised he would never find her in this throng. He settled instead against a pillar at the side of the room to watch.

He was happily daydreaming when a voice behind him called his name. He spun round in alarm but there was no one there. He had been sure he had heard someone say his name. This in itself was not what had made Hiccup move with such speed it was the horrible familiarity of the voice itself. He knew that voice and it filled him with a feeling of dread, but he could not be here...could he? He spun around again as he felt someone approach him from behind and came face to face with the one person he had feared meeting when he had heard that voice. Standing before him with his usual insane grin on his face was Alvin the Treacherous. Hiccup began to back away but collided with another person behind him. He spun again to come face to face with Dagur the Deranged. Great could the day get any worse? Keeping his eyes on the two men Hiccup began backing further away until he felt the cold stone of the wall behind him, he was trapped. He glared at the two people in front of him and gritted his teeth as they advanced on him. How in Thor's name did they get onto the island?

"Now, now Hiccup that no way to greet two old friends is it," Dagur said as he leaned in close and Hiccup stiffened as he felt the tip of a dagger press against his ribs.

"What do you want?" He said through gritted teeth sounding braver then he felt.

"Aw I'ccup I thought you'd be glad to see us," Alvin said with a leering grin across his face.

"We want the same thing we always do," Alvin said leaning in closer to Hiccup.

"Not going to happen, I'm not training your dragons for you," Hiccup said defiantly.

"Oh goody," Dagur said in a singsong voice withdrawing the dagger from Hiccups ribs and stroking the blade with unnatural fervour.

"Guess we get to kill you then."


	5. Outcasts for a Reason

**Chapter 5 - ****Outcasts for a Reason**

Hiccup felt himself starting to panic as he pressed himself closer to the wall. In this crowd of people no one would notice if someone slipped a blade between his ribs and it was obvious that Alvin and Dagur were counting on just that as they advanced on him. Hiccup made to cry out hoping that someone would come to his aid but his cry was choked from him as Alvin's hand closed around his throat. Once again he felt Dagur's blade at his side and he squeezed his eyes shut convinced he was about to meet a painful end when a loud voice sounded in front of him.

**"Hey what do you think you are doing?"**

Both Alvin and Dagur turned to meet the newcomer and Hiccup gulped a desperate gasp of air as Alvin dropped his hand from his throat. At the same time Dagur withdrew his blade from Hiccups side and slipped it back under his tunic and out of sight. Hiccup opened his eyes to see not a man confronting the pair but rather a heavy set muscular boy of around his own age. He breathed an inward sigh of relief he knew this boy. His name was Thuggory and he was the son of Mogadon, Chief of the Meathead tribe.

"Are these two bothering you Hiccup?" Thuggory asked. Hiccup nodded not daring to speak.

Alvin let out a low growl at the boy who dared interfere in his fun and looked ready to lash out at Thuggory but Dagur laid a hand on his shoulder and shook his head in a warning gesture. They were starting to be noticed.

"I suggest that you take your 'pet' Dagur and get away from here," Thuggory said meaningfully in a slow dangerous voice, clenching his fists. His muscles rippled as he did so adding to the effect.

Dagur's face split into a silent snarl and he turned to Hiccup.

"See you around Hiccup. Don't go far will you, we haven't finished with you yet," he said in low voice just loud enough for Hiccup to hear before turning and pushing his way through the crowd followed by Alvin.

Hiccup let out an explosive breath and sagged against the wall in relief.

"Thanks Thug," he said gratefully.

"Odin knows what would have happened if you hadn't showed up."

Thuggory shrugged.

"No problem, what were they after? I know that the Hooligan's have had a few run-ins with the Outcasts and the Berserkers but I didn't think it was bad enough for them to go around targeting individuals. What did you do to get on the bad side of both Chief's?"

Hiccup scratched at the back of his head thinking quickly. He owed Thuggory an explanation after that save but the knowledge that they had trained and flew dragons on Berk was still something that they avoided advertising. Having two tribes on their backs was bad enough without adding the whole Archipelago.

"I've kind of been the reason behind a couple of their defeats and their really not happy about it," Hiccup said evasively.

"I see," Thuggory said looking at Hiccup with an odd expression.

"You've been up to your inventions again have you?….Or have you been doing something else?" Thuggory asked looking at Hiccup knowingly.

Hiccup became a little flustered at this. What did Thuggory mean? Did he know about the dragons?

"I…um..what…do you mean?….yeah inventions….right," he stammer meaninglessly.

Thuggory leaned closer.

"I know about Berk training dragons Hiccup," he said quietly.

Hiccups shoulders slumped and he put his head in his hands groaning. Oh gods not again, what was his father going to say when he learned there was another tribe out to get him.

Thuggory placed a heavy arm around Hiccups shoulders.

"Hey its ok, we know about it but we don't care," he said reassuringly.

Hiccup looked up from his hands.

"You mean that?" He asked warily.

Thuggory nodded and smiled, offering his hand as a gesture of sincerity.

"Yeah I do. Frankly we think it's a bit strange and slightly unnatural, but each tribe to his own."

Hiccup smiled and stood up straight, taking the offered hand gratefully.

"Thank gods for that. It's seemed like up to now that everyone who's found out has either wanted us to train their own dragons for them or to help hunt them down. How did you find out?" He asked in curiosity.

Thuggory shrugged again.

"Well there were several rumours after you defeated the 'Red Death'. You can't get away with slaying a gigantic dragon and not get talked about but it was Trader Johann that let it slip. He didn't say much but we put two and two together."

"Well thanks anyway," Hiccup said relieved. He then turned to look in the direction that Dagur and Alvin had left.

"I just don't understand how they both got to team up and what did you mean by Alvin being Dagur's 'pet'?" He asked turning back to Thuggory.

Thuggory leant up against the wall.

"Well, my Dad and I arrived here a couple of days ago, about the same time as Dagur and his Berserker's. The Meathead's don't like Dagur any more then the Hooligans. Personally I think he has a few rivets loose and all that rubbish about Oswald stepping aside for him is just downright lies. However, like it or not Dagur is the recognised Chief of the Berserker's and has every right to be here. Alvin however is another matter, he, definitely has no right to be here."

"I agree, but then I'm biased," Hiccup said looking intrigued at Thuggory. Thuggory continued.

"My Dad told me that Alvin's tribe used to be known as the 'Hysterics' but a few years ago they started to raid other tribes and villages. This in itself wasn't the issue, we are all Vikings after all but the Hysterics had signed treaties with these tribes. With the whole Archipelago on the brink of war Alvin seemed to think that he wasn't done breaking rules and committed the ultimate insult, he raided this very temple. The sacrilege could not go unpunished and it was declared by the temple Elders with the full agreement of all the tribes to outcast the Hysterics."

Hiccup looked stunned as Thuggory finished the story.

"Wow, I didn't know I guess that explains why their called 'Outcasts' but if that's the case then how on earth is Alvin even here?"

Thuggory looked grim at this.

"Well it seems that there is a rule that allows a rejected tribe to be reintroduced if they are supported by another Chief and his tribe."

Hiccup shook his head in disbelief.

"Let me guess Dagur is supporting the Outcasts reintroduction."

Thuggory nodded.

"You got it. The other Chiefs and the Elder are not happy about it but Alvin has brought along the required sacrifice, loot of course, so he has met all the requirements. If he behaves himself for the rest of the visit and makes good on the sacrifice in a few days time he will be 'accepted' again."

Hiccup looked serious at this news.

"I need to tell my Dad about this. Thanks Thug, if there is anything I can do to repay you let me know."

"No problem Hiccup and there is something you could do," Thuggory said standing up from his prop and looking eagerly at Hiccup.

"I hear you've got quite good with a sword. Promise me we can have a fight before you leave."

Hiccup smiled shyly feeling flattered that a warrior like Thuggory was asking him for a sparing session. There was a time when people just pushed him aside and laughed at the suggestion.

"Of course, but how did you find out?" He asked intrigued, the skill was a fairly recent discovery and he couldn't for the life of him figure out how Thuggory had got to hear about it.

Thuggory shrugged.

"Cami told me."

"Cami...what Camicazi from the Bogbuggler's, how in Thor's name did she find out?" Hiccup exclaimed even more confused.

Thuggory smiled and pointed into the crowd.

"I think your girlfriends been bragging."

Hiccup turned to where Thuggory indicated and was instantly confronted by a nimble girl of around eighteen who leapt onto his neck in a tight hug, her blond hair streaming behind her. Holding her hand, and looking very disgruntled at being dragged across the room, was Astrid.

* * *

><p>The four teens had finally managed to find themselves a spot in the corner of the hall away from the main centre of talk and had even managed to sneak some chairs and a small table. Now comfortable and relaxed they were using the time to talk and catch up. The Meathead's and the Bogbuggler's were close neighbours and did a lot of trade with each other. This meant that Thuggory and Camicazi saw quite a lot of each other. Hiccup however hadn't seen them in nearly a year and there were lots of things to talk about. Mainly the questions were for him though. About the dragons, his new fighting skills, how his chief training was going. Hiccup hated the conversation being all about him but he put up with it for politeness's sake. Astrid snuggled closer to him and sighed in contentment. She was extremely proud of her boyfriend's new talents. Camicazi let out a giggle at Astrid's unconscious gesture and she gave her a meaningful look. Astrid just winked back which set Camicazi off again.<p>

Camicazi had always been an excitable girl. She, like Thuggory and Hiccup, was the heir to her tribe, being the daughter of Bertha Chief of the Bogbuggler's. However appearances were deceiving. She may have looked and acted like a typical Viking maiden but she was a master thief and extremely quick with a sword. She and Hiccup had always been friends and unlike others she had always stood by him and claimed he had 'potential', pleased now to be proven right. Thuggory laid a calming hand on her arm and she gave him a shy look. Astrid raised an eyebrow at this gesture and nudged Hiccup knowingly. Hiccup looked at her in confusion having absolutely no idea what she was indicating. Astrid sighed, for someone so intelligent it was amazing how something's were completely beyond him.

"Something you want to tell us?" Astrid said addressing Thuggory and Camicazi.

"Oh...right..um yeah...," Camicazi stuttered and blushed, her normal confidence going out of the window.

Thuggory took hold of her hand tenderly.

"Cami and I are getting married," he said simply looking over at a stunned Hiccup and Astrid.

Astrid put her hand to her mouth and then without warning threw herself across the table into Camicazi arms with a squeal of delight. The two women hugged each other tightly letting out garbled congratulations and thanks. Hiccup and Thuggory looked at each other in complete shock at the two woman's sudden display. Had Astrid just 'squealed'? Hiccup tore his eyes away from the two hugging women to look at Thuggory. He then smiled and offered his hand across the table which Thuggory took.

"Congratulations," Hiccup said shaking Thuggory's hand.

"Thanks," Thuggory said simply.

Astrid and Camicazi broke apart smiling and Astrid returned to Hiccup's side whilst Camicazi sidled up to her husband to be.

Hiccup now addressed Camicazi.

"Congratulations Cami," he said smiling happily at her. She smiled back, positively glowing.

"I know it all seems a bit sudden but Thug and I have been seeing each other for sometime now and few weeks ago he asked me to marry him," Camicazi said looking lovingly at Thuggory who leaned in for a kiss.

Hiccup felt a little awkward at the display of affection and wondered if that was how others felt around him and Astrid.

"You said yes, obviously," Hiccup said amused.

The couple broke apart and looked sheepish. Astrid then piped up.

"How did your parents take it?" She asked. Being both heirs' to their respective tribes put certain boundaries and obligations on them.

Camicazi looked a little awkward at this.

"Well Mum wasn't too pleased as first. She had set her mind on me marrying within the tribe but Thug and his Dad managed to convince her."

Thuggory nodded.

"Dad saw the advantages of an inter tribe marriage right from the off and gave his blessing. Our islands are so close that on a clear day we can see each others shores. The strategic values were just too good an opportunity to pass up. It took a little bit longer to convince Bertha but she saw sense in the end. We will both in time take over the chiefdom of our tribes and when we do the tribes will merge."

Hiccup and Astrid smiled at the pair.

"I'm glad it's worked out for you both," Hiccup said with genuine happiness for them. It wasn't uncommon for the nobles of the tribes to enter into arranged marriages for their children. To be in love and have your parents accept the match was a real stroke of luck. Hiccup hoped that his own father would not object to his choice when the time came and he looked at Astrid.

Camicazi noticed the gesture and smiled.

"Thanks Hiccup, anyway when are you two getting married?"

Hiccup started to splutter.

"What...um I don't know...I hadn't thought...," he said awkwardly rubbing the back of his head as he always did when he was flustered. He glanced again at Astrid who smiled at his discomfort and squeezed his hand.

Hiccup was saved from answering the question by his father who had appeared through the crowd looking more then a little anxious and panicked. He visually seemed to calm when he spotted Hiccup surrounded by the other three teens.

"Dad, are you all right?" Hiccup asked concerned as his father approached them.

"I am now, I've just run into Dagur and Alvin...I thought," Stoick said pausing.

Hiccup understood his father's concern immediately.

"I'm all right Dad I ran into them as well but Thug here persuaded them to leave me alone," Hiccup said.

Stoick turned to Thuggory and nodded to him.

"Thank you, and congratulations, your father has just told me about your engagement," Stoick said in gratitude.

"Your welcome, and thanks sir," Thuggory said in return.

Now visibly calmer Stoick gave a deep look towards his son and his girlfriend. Hiccup got the hint and inwardly groaned. It had taken him months to pluck up the courage to ask Astrid to be his girlfriend. Now everyone seemed to want him to move onto the next step. Asking her to marry him seemed like an impossible hurdle. He loved Astrid more then anything else and dearly wanted to spend the rest of his life with her but part of him knew she was too good for him. Marriage seemed so final, he still wanted her to have the chance to run away and choose someone else, even though it would break his heart. His father opened his mouth to say something but Hiccup was saved once again, this time by the approach of a young man in yellow robes.

"My apologies for disturbing you," the young man said politely.

"The Elder has asked me to show you to your quarters."

Stoick nodded and gestured to Hiccup and Astrid who stood. The young man then spoke again this time addressing Astrid.

"My apologies warrior maiden but we have limited accommodation for women, would you object to sharing?"

Astrid was a little taken aback by the formal address and didn't respond at first. Camicazi spoke for her.

"She can share with me, my Mother has a room to herself and I have a spare bed. You don't mind do you Astrid?"

Astrid shook her head.

"No I don't mind at all."

"Good, we've got lots to talk about," and Camicazi nodded her head in Hiccups direction. Hiccup rolled his eyes.

'Why me?' He thought.

They followed the man out of the main hall. Hiccup noticed that the crowd was starting to break up and he supposed that the others were making their way to their rooms as well, it was quite late. In the thinning crowed Hiccup looked for a sign of Dagur or Alvin but could not see either of them anywhere. Part of him felt relieved at this and part of him felt wary. At least when he could see them he knew where they were and what they were up to. Out of sight who knew what they were scheming.

Once out of the hall they were lead to a series of large buildings which appeared to have been built with many levels. The buildings really were like nothing Hiccup had seen before. Back on Berk the main building material was wood. Here wood seemed to be used only a support material as the main structures were made entirely of stone, even the steps. Hiccups mind was already alive with ideas and he was looking forward to putting them into use when they got home.

As they approached the largest building Camicazi took hold of Astrid's arm and pointed to a smaller building beside it.

"The women are staying in this building. Come on I'll show you to our room," and with that she started to walk towards the main door.

Astrid turned and placed a chaste kiss on Hiccups lips.

"See you in the morning," she said in a tired voice before turning and following Camicazi.

Thuggory leaned in and gave Hiccup a knowing punch on the arm.

"Seriously Hiccup, get on with it and propose. If you loose that one it's going to be your own fault."

Hiccup rubbed his arm. Why did everyone insist on hitting him to get their point across? He looked back at where Astrid had disappeared into the building. Perhaps Thuggory had a point. He sighed and followed the rest of the party his mind alive with his thoughts.


	6. Lost at Sea

**Chapter 6 - Lost at Sea**

Hiccup buried his head under his furs trying in vain to ignore the insistent banging on his door. He gave a small sigh of relief when the banging stopped only to let out a startled yelp as the door to his room came crashing open.

He dared to peak over the edge of the furs and came face to face with a very angry Astrid.

"Morning," he said warily.

"Get up," she told him curtly.

Hiccup groaned.

"What have I done this time?" he asked sighing.

"Nothing…it's just….oh just get up will you," Astrid said and slumped into a chair with her arms crossed.

Hiccup swung himself out of bed reaching for his prosthetic as he did so. Sleeping with it on was just too uncomfortable. When he was happy it was securely in place he stood and stretched before going over to sit next to her.

"Come on, out with it," he said making sure to sit a suitable distance away so as not to present an easy target. Astrid looked like she wanted to hit something this morning.

Astrid continued to sit there, her arms crossed, staring at the wall.

"It's nothing…I just didn't sleep very well that's all. Cami kept us talking for most of the night."

"Oh," Hiccup said and looked closer at Astrid.

"What did you talk about that kept you up most of the night?"

Astrid gave him a glare before leaping from her chair and starting to pace the room.

"This and that…it's just….well yesterday was quite intense and…I," she trailed off and stopped to look out of the window.

For all Astrid's belief that Hiccup wasn't good at noticing the signs he could hardly miss them when they were thrown in his face. He stood and walked over to her. Standing behind her he laid his hands gently either side of her arms and started to rub, trying to sooth her. He had a fairly good idea what was on her mind. Yesterdays conversations had revolved around a very central topic, one that he had been avoiding up to now.

"Hey," he said gently. She leaned absently back into him still looking out of the window at the sun that was just starting to rise.

"God I wish I had Stormfly with me. I could really do with a flight right now to clear my head," she said longingly.

He wrapped his long arms around her and kissed her hair.

"I know what you mean, I miss Toothless," he wasn't trying to divert the subject he just didn't think this was the right setting for it.

"Why don't we go for a walk," he suggested.

Astrid turned to him and smiled.

"That's a great idea," she said sounding happy for the first time since coming into his room.

"Ok, turn you're back while I change," and he moved across the room to where his knapsack had been dropped along with his sword.

"Really Hiccup," she said raising an eyebrow at his shyness.

"Look just turn your back ok, I'm nothing special to look at," he said exasperated.

"Oh I don't know," she said with a sly smile but turned around when he glared at her.

Astrid listened to the sounds of rustling fabric behind her and smiled as she watched Hiccup in the polished metal mirror opposite her. Hiccup wasn't the scrawny boy of fifteen any more. His shoulders had filled out nicely with his work as a blacksmith, training and his flying on Toothless and whilst he could not have been described as heavily muscular he had just the right proportions in all the right places to keep her interested. Oh he was special all right, at least to her anyway.

"Ok, you can turn back now," he said as he buckled on his sword belt. Now they had been accepted as guests they were permitted to carry weapons again. Hiccup was glad about this, being unarmed with Alvin and Dagur on the loose was an unsettling feeling.

Astrid turned around and waited for him to join her at the door. As he did so he noticed the mirror.

"Did you…," he started too ask but stopped when he noticed her broad smile. Astrid grabbed his hand and dragged a now furiously blushing Hiccup out of the door.

* * *

><p>They moved across the courtyard quickly after stopping briefly to pick up a cloak for Astrid and some bread and cheese for breakfast from the kitchens. They had no particular destination in mind just to explore the temple compound. Astrid was quiet during their wanderings and Hiccup wanted to say something to comfort her. He knew he was now in territory with her that he was uncomfortable with, no that wasn't the right word, terrified was more like it.<p>

They rounded a building and stopped. Before them there was a large lake which looked very similar to the one in the Toothless's cove back home. The early morning sun was making the surface glow with a fiery light. If ever something could be classed as romantic this spot was it.

Making his mind up Hiccup grabbed Astrid's hand and pulled her towards the lakes edge. Once there he took off his cloak and laid it on the ground. He gestured to her to sit which she did. They looked out across the lake for a while in silence before Astrid gave a heavy sigh. Hiccup looked over at her and took a deep breath himself. It was now or never.

"Astrid…", he started to say and she turned towards him.

"Umm," she said absently.

"Astrid…you know I love you….right," he said tentatively.

She smiled and placed her hand on his cheek.

"I know, but it's nice to hear you say it."

He smiled shyly at that.

"Astrid…I would do anything for you."

She kissed him.

"I know, Hero."

He took her hands in his own and looked at the cloak beneath them before taking a large breath.

"Astrid, last night…I didn't answer Cami's question," he felt Astrid grip his hands a little tighter, out of fear or anticipation he wasn't sure. He took another deep breath.

"I want to ask you something first."

"Go on," she said slightly breathless.

"Why me?...I mean why did you choose me? There are so many others to choose from. I'm nothing special."

"Hiccup…," she started to say but he cut her off.

"No let me finish. Astrid you are the most wonderful person I've ever know, I've loved you for as long as I can remember. I would do anything for you but….your a warrior and aside from my title I don't have anything to offer, I'm not at all like a normal Viking."

He took another deep breath.

"I don't deserve you. You deserve someone so much better. I don't want you to do something you will regret," he paused desperately hoping Astrid would speak.

The pause was long and with a sinking feeling in his chest Hiccup started to pull his hands away from hers. He had messed up. Putting his fears out there had been a mistake, had she seen him as weak? He froze as she tightened her grip.

"Hiccup…why would you think that?"

He kept his eyes on the ground.

"Hiccup, I love you…I didn't always realise it but I do love you. I love you so deeply it hurts."

He looked up at her.

"You mean that?" He said desperately.

She kissed him on the lips.

"Yes Hiccup, I mean it."

They continued kissing, more passionately now and it was awhile before they broke apart breathless, their lips swollen.

Hiccup cupped a hand around Astrid's face and took another deep breath, his heart pounding wildly in his chest.

"Astrid will you…" but he never got to finish his sentence as at that exact moment the mood was broken by the sound of his name being called and running feet.

**"HICCUP."**

They both started violently and turned to see Sven running over to them looking harassed. He reached them and put his hands on his knees trying to catch his breath.

"Thank Thor…I've found you. Hiccup…your father…is looking…for you," he gasped.

He took longer slower breaths to allow him to speak more clearly.

"You need to come…now."

"What's the urgency?" Hiccup asked in confusion.

Now with his breath back Sven looked at him.

"We've been looking for you all morning. When your father went to your room to get you for this morning's Chief's meeting and found you gone he went into a panic. He's accusing Alvin and Dagur of harming you…I think he's about to declare war."

"Odin's ghost," Hiccup cursed as he leapt to his feet. Astrid did likewise.

"We've got to stop him," Hiccup said and with that set off at speed towards the great hall, Astrid and Sven in tow.

As they rounded the corner of the building they were confronted with a frightening scene. Stoick was facing off against Dagur and Alvin in front of the great halls main doors, all of them with their weapons drawn.

"**WHERE'S MY SON**," Stoick shouted at the pair.

Dagur sneered at Stoick.

"Don't know and don't care. Good riddance to the little runt."

Stoick snarled and stepped forward. Hiccup took blind action and ran across the yard and placed himself between the three Chiefs.

**"DAD NO. STOP," **he shouted, standing in front of his father and raising his hands.

Stoick looked at his son in first disbelief and then relief.

"Hiccup, you're safe," he exclaimed, lowering his sword.

"Yeah Dad I'm fine. Care to explain why your about to start a war?" Hiccup said giving his father a dark look.

"I thought…when we couldn't find you…that they…," and he gestured to Dagur and Alvin with his sword. "had done something to you…After last night, I thought that…"

"Dad I was with Astrid. Didn't you think to check if she was missing as well before tearing up the complex and drawing your sword?" Hiccup said exasperated by his father's rash actions.

Stoick had the decency to look ashamed at this and could not fail to notice the disappointment in his son's voice.

"Well said young Hooligan," a voice said from behind them and they all turned to see the Elder standing at the top of the steps looking down on them. She started to descend towards them.

"Your son is quite right Stoick. I am also disappointed in thee for breaking the temples sacred rules. I understand that not all tribes here are willing neighbours and some enmity may exist between you but within these walls you swore to uphold our laws. Whilst we may permit you to carry weapons it is forbidden to draw them, as well you know. This being a test of your willingness to accept peace rather than war. The Hooligan's of all tribes present here should understand this. Was it not your own ancestor that taught us a better way, a peaceful way of showing our devotion to the gods?"

"It was reverend Elder," Stoick said looked ashamed at the floor and accepting the rebuke.

She glared at the group before nodding her head.

"Let us continue then," she said and turned, heading back up the steps.

With a mummer of conversation breaking out now the entertainment was over the crowd climbed the steps behind her.

Dagur and Alvin gave Hiccup and Stoick a final sneer before turning and following, leaving Hiccup alone with his father. Hiccup looked at his father and crossed his arms. Stoick raised his hand.

"I know what you're going to say Hiccup and your right."

Hiccup shook his head.

"Why Dad, why start a fight with Alvin and Dagur and here of all places?" he said exasperated.

"Because I don't trust them," Stoick said stubbornly.

"Well neither do I but that's no reason to…." Hiccup started to say but Stoick cut him off mid sentence.

"….and I care about you too much to risk your life with those two on the loose." Stoick finished.

Hiccup looked a little taken back.

"Y...you do," he said in shock. He had never heard his father say that.

"Of course I do. I admit I might have overreacted but I'm not going to let those two harm you."

Hiccup laid a hand on his father's arm genuinely touched. It was the closest Hiccup had every heard his father come to saying 'I love you' and it meant a lot to him.

"Thanks Dad."

They stood there for a while in awkward silence before they heard a polite cough behind them. They both turned to see a misty eyed Astrid standing there.

"Shouldn't you both be somewhere," she said politely.

Hiccup nodded and turned back to his father.

"Look Dad the Whale will be here later on today. Let's put those two out of our minds for now. They can't do anything to me within the temple walls and they know it. We've only got to put up with them for a few more days and then we can be on our way back to Berk."

"Your right son," Stoick agreed nodding and the three of them climbed the steps and made their way to the main hall.

* * *

><p>After several hours of listening to the Chiefs talking and arguing over trivial and mundane subjects the only word Hiccup could think of that summed up the meeting of the Chiefs was 'boring'. He tried to stifle a yawn as another of the Chiefs stood. They were gradually moving around the table each Chief standing in turn to raise a subject but after several hours they weren't even halfway round. None of the subjects were particularly interesting and Hiccups attention had wandered rapidly. He wasn't the only one struggling. He watched as Camicazi's head drooped and she received a hefty elbow to the ribs from her mother. Thuggory wasn't fairing much better, he seemed to be staring hard at something trying to stay awake. Hiccup had been quite prepared to give the meeting his full attention, to set a good example and make his father proud but he was fighting a losing battle. He started as he received his own elbow wake up from his father who looked at him with a scowl. Hiccup sat up straighter and tried his hardest to pay attention.<p>

* * *

><p>After several more hours of tedious talk there had finally come a much needed respite for food and drink. Hiccup had been quickly despatched, being smaller and lighter, to squeeze through the crowd to the food table to get food for his father and himself. He now carefully wound his way back carrying a plate of bread, cheese and meat. He made his way safely to where his father was seated and sat down beside him holding out the plate.<p>

"Well done Hiccup, it's always best to get in there first," Stoick said smiling.

"So what did you think?" Stoick asked as he grabbed a hunk of chicken from the plate and bit into it.

Hiccup was silent for a moment. He didn't want to be insulting but he didn't think he could hide how boring he had found it. After all he had received several pokes and elbows during the meeting.

"Well…..it was an experience," he said tactfully.

His father finished chewing and looked at him.

"That boring huh," he said knowingly.

Hiccup looked a little awkward but decided honesty was the best policy.

"Yeah, it was, sorry," he said apologetically.

"Nothing to apologise for, I know it's not the most interesting part of the event but its tradition," Stoick agreed with a shrug.

Hiccup smiled and reached towards the plate himself picking up a piece of cheese. He took a hungry bite and looked around, he couldn't see Astrid anywhere.

"Dad, do you know where Astrid is?" He asked turning back to his father.

"Aye I do. I sent her to the beach to watch for Gobber. The other boats should be here soon," Stoick said taking another bite from the chicken.

Hiccup felt a little disappointed that she wasn't there but pleased none the less that she had been given a job to do. Astrid didn't take well to be being bored, it normally resulted in things getting hit or smashed with an axe.

"Hiccup...," Stoick said getting Hiccups attention.

"Hiccup...look I know it's none of my business son...well it is...but...well have you thought about moving onto the next step with that girl? I can see you are both happy together."

Hiccup groaned and ran his fingers through his hair. He knew where this was going.

"Look son she's not going to wait forever and if you let her get away, well it's going to be your own fault."

Hiccup looked at his father and sighed.

"You're the second person to tell me that. Look I love her, I want to be with her, I want to marry her and I was about to ask her this morning but...well...I got interrupted."

"Oh...Sorry," Stoick said guiltily realising now that was the reason both Hiccup and Astrid had been missing that morning.

There was an awkward silence between the pair. Desperate to change the subject Hiccup decided to ask his father something he had been wondering about since that morning.

"Dad, why did the Elder say that the Hooligans of all tribes should understand peace more then the others? What did we do?" He asked.

Stoick looked relieved at the change of subject.

"Well the battles and sacrifices between tribes at the 'Time of Offering' became so bloody that the fighting spread. Something had to be changed. All the tribes met under a banner of truce to decide what to do but it was difficult to resolve. We had been doing it this way for so long and the Gods required a sacrifice each year to keep them appeased. No one wanted to upset the Gods. It was our ancestor Hamish I that suggested the alternative. He put forward the idea that each of the tribes should make sacrifice in turn but not necessarily of their own blood. He suggested that each tribe should choose something precious to them, land, shelter, crops, animals, clean water, plunder and bring it for sacrifice to the gods each year. At first the tribes were sceptical that this would appease the Gods but for the sake of peace it was agreed."

"So there were no more…human sacrifices?" Hiccup asked tentatively.

Stoick sighed.

"No not quite, it took a while for all of the tribes to come around to Hamish's proposal but thankfully the practice of human sacrifice fell out of use. In fact the whole event became more of a festival rather than a ritual as the years moved on. Each of the tribes would bring more and more offerings to the temple trying to outdo each other. It's now become an annual competition to see who can please the gods the most to gain their favour. And of course the Hooligan tribe has been the best for as long as I can remember. Hamish saved many lives that day."

Stoick turned to look at his son.

"In fact he was very much like you Hiccup. You saved many lives the day you showed us that we could have a peaceful coexistence with dragons," he said this whilst smiling broadly and clapped Hiccup on the shoulder with pride.

Hiccup rubbed his shoulder with a grimace but smiled at his father, happy at the complement.

"Your father is quite correct young Hiccup," a voice behind him said and Hiccup turned to find himself face to face with the Elder, she smiled at him.

"You are indeed a child of peace. You only fight when it is necessary and seek a peaceful option where others would make war. Your future as Chief seems bright. You and your tribe are indeed lucky to have this boy Stoick, he is blessed by the gods," she praised Hiccup.

Stoick inclined his head in thanks.

"I know reverend Elder," he said, his voice bursting with pride.

"It is time to reconvene," she said turning to move back towards the table.

"We will be watching your progress closely young Hooligan," and with that left them for her position at the head of the table.

Hiccup turned to his father in shock. Stoick stood and beamed at his son.

"Ready for round two?" He said and Hiccup nodded. Right now he was ready for anything.

They retook their positions and looked towards the head of the table where the Elder now stood.

"It is time to recommence our discussions. Who will be the next to address this council?" she asked looking towards the opposite end of the table.

Everyone turned to look and Hiccup caught his breath when he saw Dagur stand.

"Reverend Elder and honoured Chief's I wish to bring a point to this council that requires your approval. When I arrived on this island I brought with me someone who you all know well. He knows that he is currently unwelcome owing to his previous behaviour but he has expressed a wish to repent and to be one of us once again," he said.

Hiccup pulled a face of disgust and disbelief at this. He wasn't the only one, others murmured their disbelief around the table or shook their heads. Dagur continued, raising his hand to accept the dissent.

"Now I was like you at first. When Alvin first came to me to ask for my help I to felt that his betrayal his sacrilege of this very temple was without forgiveness. However I was moved by his sincerity and began to gradually realise that he truly did wish to seek forgiveness from us all. He showed that he had considered this a great deal and came prepared with the necessary offerings. I was moved by his need to repent and so I agreed to bring him to this council and state his case to you."

Dagur paused and looked around the room. Hiccup and his father glared back at him as did several others including Mogadon, Thuggory, Bertha and Camicazi. Dagur ignored them and continued.

"My dear father Oswald the Agreeable taught me that as a Chief you must learn to forgive those that truly wish to repent. I believe that Alvin has shown to me that he is sorry for his past behaviour that he wishes to make amends. I therefore propose to this council that he should be given a second chance a chance to prove to you that both he and his tribe have changed for the better." Dagur stopped and looked at the Elder.

The Elders face was unreadable but Hiccup suspected that she was not happy about the proposal. However it seemed that without a good reason to reject the proposal she had no choice but to put it to the vote and addressed the council.

"Those in favour in accepting Alvin and his Outcasts, formerly the 'Hysterics', to rejoin this council raise their hands. Know however that in doing so you accept Alvin as a brother Chief once again and give him the same rights as you yourselves," she said looking around the room at each Chief.

One by one there were hands starting to be raised around the room. Some kept theirs firmly on the table or under it in the case of Hiccup and Stoick. Hiccup hoped that the votes of no would out weigh the yes's. His heart sank as a quick count up told him that Alvin had been accepted if only by a slim margin. The Elder was counting as well and seemed visual unhappy about the result.

"It would seem that by a narrow margin your fellow Chiefs have voted to once again accept you. However pay heed, Alvin of the Hysterics this is a close vote, not all here accept you back willingly. You will therefore need to do much to gain their trust once again."

Alvin stood.

"Ar thank you all for this chance to prove myself and my tribe once again. We only want to make peace now not war," and with this brief acceptance speech he sat down again amongst a smattering of murmured satisfaction.

In appearance Alvin seemed genuine but Hiccup caught the look he threw Dagur. It was not one of gratitude or relief after winning such a critical vote but instead a look of manic triumph. Sensing he was being watched Alvin turned and looked directly at Hiccup across the table and gave him a sneer. Hiccups clenched his fists and purposely turned away. Alvin and Dagur may have convinced some of the Chiefs that he was sincere but he couldn't fool Hiccup. Alvin and Dagur were up to something and he desperately wanted to know what. Whatever it was he had a horrible feeling it would mean trouble.

The elder had just indicated for the next Chief to stand when there was the sound of raised voices from the other side of the main door.

"Look you have to let me in, it's urgent. I need to see my Chief," a muffled female voice could be heard and Hiccup recognised it at once as Astrid's

"I'm sorry miss I can't let you in. Only the Chief's and their heirs are allowed into this room while the council is in session," a guard could be heard to say politely but firmly.

"If you don't move out of my way I'm going to kick you out of the way. I have to see my Chief."

The commotion was starting to attract attention and the Elder was giving both Stoick and Hiccup a meaningful look that said in volumes 'go sort that out'.

Hiccup quickly got up from his seat as the meeting recommenced and trying to keep a low profile, with difficulty, he quickly made it to the door, opened it and dove through it closing it quietly behind him.

He turned and was greeted with the sight of a rather irate Astrid having a stand off with one of the guards in yellow robes.

"Hiccup…," she started to say before he quickly grabbed her arm and moved her away from the door with a murmured apology to the guard.

"Astrid, what in Odin's name has got into you? You know the meeting can't be disturbed unless it's for a good reason," he said this slightly exasperated. He just couldn't understand Astrid's behaviour.

"Hiccup, the other boats have arrived."

He shook his head in disbelief he couldn't believe she had disturbed the meeting for this of all things.

"Astrid, that's not sufficient reason to disturb the meeting. It can wait till afterwards."

"No Hiccup you don't understand," she said and he suddenly noticed the note of panic in her voice.

"What is it?" He said suddenly concerned.

"The boats have arrived…..but….the Blue Whale isn't with them," she said slowly.

Hiccup was a little slow to realise what she was saying.

"What do you mean it isn't with them?"

"Hiccup….it was lost…..at sea…the boats were attacked by wild dragons when they passed through the fog and the storm."

Hiccup looked at her in shock.

"What happened to the crew…is Gobber?" He asked fear rising in him.

She shook her head.

"No, they were rescued by the other boats but they are also badly damaged. They barely made it here at all."

She grabbed his shoulders firmly.

"Hiccup do you know what this means?"

He gave her a blank expression still trying to comprehend what she had just told him.

"We don't have anything to offer the Gods…..with out an offering…." she said trailing off.

Hiccup looked at her in fear, finally realising what she had been trying to tell him. Without an offering to the Gods the Hooligans would be outcast. The other tribes would be free to declare war on them. If they didn't come up with something before the end of the offering period it would be end for them all.
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Hiccup shook his head to clear the shock of the news Astrid had just told him. He had to tell his father and quickly.

"Astrid, stay here," he said and quickly went back to the door.

Opening the door as quietly as possible Hiccup retraced his steps back through the hall to his seat and leaned down to whisper urgently in his father's ear. Stoick listened earnestly to what he had to say and his face paled as Hiccup told him what had happened. As soon as Hiccup had finished Stoick stood. The Chief who had been speaking stopped in shock at the rude interruption.

"Please accept my apologies for this interruption," Stoick said quickly and inclined his head in apology to the Chief who had stopped speaking. Stoick then addressed the Elder.

"I must ask that I and my son be excused from the remainder of this meeting as an urgent situation has arisen which we must attend to."

The Elder sat forward.

"What has happened Chief Stoick?" She asked in concern.

"The remainder of our fleet has arrived but they have suffered severe losses in the journey through the storm. I must beg leave to attend to my people and treat the injured," Stoick said in response to her.

She nodded.

"Of course you must see to your people's needs. The temple staff will assist you."

She turned to address the rest of the room.

"This meeting is now at an end for today. We will reconvene tomorrow," and with that she stood to indicate as such.

The rest of the room started to stir and Stoick and Hiccup left quickly to where Astrid was waiting. As the others filed out behind them Hiccup caught a glimpse of Alvin and Dagur and paused to watch them. Seeming to know that they were being watched the pair looked back at Hiccup and laughed. Then Alvin did something that chilled Hiccup. Alvin drew his finger across this throat and pointed at Hiccup before turning away and disappearing through the crowd.

* * *

><p>Hiccups mind was reeling as they hurried down towards the beach. What had Alvin's actions meant? Did they know something about the attack or was he just guessing that something serious was wrong and taunting Hiccup? He had so many questions but at the moment he couldn't see how Alvin and Dagur could possibly be involved.<p>

As they moved Stoick quizzed Astrid on what she knew. Astrid told of how she had been sitting on the beach looking out to sea when she had spotted the first boat. She then went on to explain that as the boats had drawn nearer she had seen that some were listing badly, how the sails were torn and burnt and rails and masts were shattered. When the boats had finally limped close enough to be beached Astrid had boarded the first ship to find an injured Gobber who had told her of the dragon attack and the loss of the Blue Whale. She had then raced back to the temple to tell them of the news. Stoick's face was a grim mask of concern as they ploughed ahead towards the beach.

* * *

><p>As they finished the descent from the mountain path Hiccup could see just what Astrid had been telling them. The boats really were a state. There were people on the beach now. Some of the able bodied were trying to port the boats onto land for repairs whist others were attending to the wounded. Hiccups quick eyes sort out Gobber who was sitting on a rock looking angry, his good arm in a sling. At seeing his Chief approach Goober tried to stand but Stoick reached him first and put a hand on his shoulder to keep him seated.<p>

"You're staying right there," he said in a firm voice.

Gobber huffed loudly and went back to sitting.

"Gobber what happened?" Stoick asked.

"Dragon attack Stoick, we didn't see it coming, the fog was too thick. Before we knew it the boats were being ripped apart."

"There was no warning at all! Did you disturb a nest or roost?" Hiccup asked in surprise.

Gobber shook he head.

"No, we were out at sea. There shouldn't have been any dragons for miles."

Hiccup turned to his father.

"Dad that doesn't make any sense, unless they felt threatened wild dragons shouldn't have just attacked without a reason."

"Maybe but they were certainly angry enough to attack us. We didn't stand a chance," Gobber added.

"Did you see what species they were?" Hiccup asked.

Gobber shook his head.

"No, the fog came in so thick and fast we couldn't see anything clearly. A few outlines through the fire but that was all. They went for the Whale straight away. I guess they were after the food."

Hiccup shook his head.

"That doesn't make any sense. Dragons don't eat meat, they eat fish, and raw fish at that. The Whale was loaded with cooked meats and fish to keep them preserved. I can't understand why they would attack."

"Maybe this is a new species, something we haven't seen before." Astrid added.

"Maybe…it just doesn't make any sense," Hiccup said looking over at the boats thoughtfully.

Deciding that the time for talking was over and action was needed. Stoick started to issue out orders. His people needed help now. They could worry about how it had happened later.

"Astrid, I want you to help the temple staff with the care of the injured," he said first.

Astrid nodded her understanding and left to greet the yellow robed helpers now coming onto the beach carrying medical supplies and stretchers.

Next he addressed Gobber.

"Gobber I'm going to send Sven and the others down to you to help get the boats repaired. Until your arm is healed you are to advise only. If I see you even thinking about lifting a hammer then I'm going to chain you to a chair. Do I make myself clear?" Stoick said giving Gobber a stern and meaningful look.

Gobber muttered under his breath and looked sour at the order but nodded none the less.

"What about me Dad? Do you want me to help with the repairs?" Hiccup asked.

"No Son, I want you to investigate what happened. I agree with you that this is not normal dragon behaviour. Something isn't right and I want you to find out what," Stoick said his face grim.

* * *

><p>Hiccup spent the afternoon meticulously inspecting the damage to each boat. He paced the decks back and forth taking in the damage and speculating on what could have caused it. He really wished he had Fishlegs with him. It would have made the identification process so much quicker. As it was he was making good progress. There had certainly been Monstrous Nightmares involved and he had found spines from a Deadly Nadder embedded in the deck and solidified lava from a Gronckle. There was damage which he believed could have come from a Timberjack and a Whispering Death, this being a mast sliced in two and a hole clean through the side of one boat. He had also questioned most of the boats crews. One person had reported that he had to hide from jets of boiling water which had rained down so that put a Scauldron into the frame as well. In fact, as far as Hiccup could make out every species in the Book of Dragons had been involved apart from Terrible Terrors or Night Fury's.<p>

He sat down on a barrel and tried to think through what he had found out so far. None of it made any sense. Aside from the dragons being way out to sea from any islands where they might of roosted or the fact that they had attacked a vessel full of food they didn't normally eat Hiccup couldn't understand how so many varieties of dragon were in one place together. All right some species did get on well together and had been known to roost together but Whispering deaths were solitary dragons, Scauldron's lived in water and Timberjack's lived in forests. It just didn't make sense. He kicked out angrily at a piece of metal by his foot in frustration and watched as it skidded across what was left of the deck. He continued to look at it absently until something about it made him stand and walk across to pick it up. He turned the item over in his hand. It was crudely made and broken but somehow looked familiar. He continued to look at it from different angles turning it over and over, curious as to it origin. It wasn't until he held it in one hand by what he supposed was the top that he finally understood what he was holding. His eyes widened in realisation and shock before darkening in anger.

* * *

><p>Astrid and Stoick had been looking for Hiccup for a good half an hour before they finally found him on the deck of one of the most damaged boats. He had his back to them when they saw him. As they moved closer Astrid noted the rigidness of his posture and the slight shaking of his shoulders.<p>

"Hiccup are you Ok?" She asked as she moved beside him.

Hiccup continued to look ahead his forest green eyes dark with anger and his hand clasped tightly around something metal.

"Hiccup….?" She asked again laying a hand gently on his arm, confused by his anger.

There was a long pause before Hiccup spoke.

"It wasn't a random attack," he said his voice shaking in anger.

"What?" Astrid said in surprise.

"I said it wasn't a random attack. They weren't wild dragons," Hiccup repeated, closing his fist tighter over the object in his hand so his knuckles showed white.

Stoick stepped forward now.

"What do you mean it wasn't wild dragons?" He asked.

Hiccup turned to his father and held out the object in his hand. As he uncurled his fist Stoick could see a crudely made triangle with a loop at the top. He took it from Hiccup and looked at it in confusion.

"What is it?" he asked.

Hiccup took a deep breath to calm himself down.

"It's a stirrup Dad. Those dragons weren't wild…they had riders."
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The small group looked at Hiccup in shock at his declaration.

"Riders…..are you sure son…..couldn't this belong to one of our own dragons?" Stoick asked turning the object over again in his hand.

Hiccup blanched and looked insulted.

"That's not Gobber's or my handiwork. It's brittle and poorly finished. We wouldn't even let something like that into the scrap bin," he said his tone indignant.

Stoick looked at the metal again, deep in thought.

"If it's not ours, then whose?"

"I think I know," Hiccup said quietly and they looked at him expectantly.

Hiccup took a deep breath as his anger threatened to rise up again.

"I think those dragons were ridden by Outcasts."

Stoick looked at his son in surprise and disbelief.

"Explain."

Hiccup took a deep breath and began to slowly explain his theory.

"Look we all know that Alvin and Dagur are up to something. They were both acting suspiciously earlier when we left the great hall and I wouldn't be surprised if they had been waiting for the news to reach us. It's clear that both of them being here and in partnership is no coincidence and if anyone buys that 'want to be good again' routine from Alvin then their mad. Dagur has the manpower and dragon hunting skills to capture dragons and Alvin is clever enough to training them."

"Hiccup, Alvin has always said he needed your help to training dragons," Astrid cut in.

Hiccup shrugged.

"He needs my help to make it easy but it was inevitable that Alvin would figure out how to train dragons eventually, with or without my help. He just won't be treating them very well. You can get results with a whip the same way you can with a gentle voice and some dragon nip."

"Ok so what if Alvin and Dagur do have dragons now, what's their plan?" His father asked.

"After all those times we've beaten and humiliated them, revenge of course. I think they are trying to get back at us for all the defeats we've handed them."

"You mean you have," Astrid said.

Hiccup gave her a wry smile.

"Maybe so but whatever their reasons it's a perfect partnership."

Stoick shook his head.

"Hiccup no one trusts either of those two and I think you may be on to something but this single piece of metal is not enough to accuse two tribes and their Chiefs of treachery. We need more evidence but we don't have any witnesses. None of our men saw dragons with riders, the fog was just too thick. Alvin must have some deal with Loki to have that fog come down as it did to conceal their attack," Stoick said frustrated.

"It wasn't luck or the help of the Gods," Hiccup said confidently.

"What do you mean?" Astrid asked.

"Alvin never leaves anything to chance. He cheated, stole an idea from us."

Hiccup took in the confused faces around him.

"Look Gobber said that the fog came down thick and fast without warning. For it to appear so quickly it couldn't have been natural. Do you remember when Alvin kidnapped me and took me to Dragon Island? When you rescued me Astrid was knocked from Stormfly onto Alvin's boat. To conceal our attacks we used the dragons to heat the water and produce steam. Alvin did the same but on a much larger scale. That's how he hid the attack. He didn't need to destroy all of the boats because no one would know what had happened. With no witnesses the attack could be blamed on wild dragons and no one would be any the wiser. It was a brilliant plan."

Suddenly there was a loud clapping and a deep chuckle from behind them and the group spun round to see Alvin leaning casually against the rail, several outcasts either side of him. They had been so engrossed in their discussions that they hadn't heard them climb on board.

Alvin straightened and started to move closer giving them a broad smile that didn't suit him.

"Well thank you I'ccup for the praise, it means a lot coming from you," Alvin's drawled as he stopped in front of them.

Hiccup stood his ground and glared.

"Alvin," he spat.

"Now, now I'ccup, I told you before, that's no way to treat an old friend, especially one that's holding yur tribe's fate in his hands."

"Why Alvin, why do this? Its poor form even for you," Hiccup growled angrily.

Alvin laughed.

"Not from where I'm standing it isn't. The way I see it you have two choices I'ccup. Either you and yur tribe get expelled and perish or you come over to us and train my dragons."

"That's desperate Alvin. You know we will let everyone know what you've done. You won't get away with it," Astrid said defiantly stepping up beside Hiccup.

Alvin curled his lip in a snarl at Astrid. Astrid glared back.

"Now I'ccup you're a bright boy, you don't have the evidence and even if you did manage to prove something and I doubt it, do you really think this is the whole plan," Alvin said with a grim sneer.

Hiccup changed his tactic.

"Why do you still need me to training your dragons? It looks like you managed on your own. Took you long enough," Hiccup threw back and felt satisfied when Alvin's flinched at the jibe.

"Ah well you see I'ccup its true that I have riders now but the dragons are still a problem. I can only get them to do what I want by force, they won't work for me on their own. That's where you come in see. I'll give you two choices, train dragons for me and I will settle things with the temple and save yur tribe or be yur normal stubborn self and watch yur tribe fall. Think about it I'ccup, how do you think it will feel when yur home is laid waste, you're family and friends slaughter or enslaved, knowing that you could have done something to prevent it?"

Hiccup clenched his fists at the dilemma. He couldn't let his tribe suffer on his behalf. He felt his resistance start to crumble at the impossible situation.

Sensing his son's dilemma, Stoick stepped in between them.

"You never did listen to well Alvin. He said no."

"Step aside Stoick, this is between me and I'ccup and I will get what I want, one way or the other," Alvin snarled.

As quick as a flash Stoick had raised his fist and planted it solidly into the centre of Alvin's face, knocking him backwards across the deck.

"He said no," Stoick said again approaching the fallen Outcast.

He reached down and grabbed Alvin's tunic, hauling him partway off the deck and raised his fist again.

"I may not be able to draw a sword but I have other weapons at my disposal," Stoick said menacingly but stopped in mid strike as Alvin began to laugh.

"Ah Stoick you were always amusing in a fight. I told you, I always get what I want, one way or the other and there's nothing you can do to stop it," Alvin said still laughing.

Stoick tightened his grip on Alvin's tunic.

"What do you mean?" he said angrily.

"Dad," Stoick noted the concern in his son's voice and stood upright, dropping the still laughing Outcast to the deck before turning to him.

Hiccup was standing at the rail looking across the beach. There was a party of temple guards crossing the shingle towards them. They were heavily armed and moved with purpose towards the boat.

Alvin stood and wiped a trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth.

"Last chance I'ccup, join me willingly and save yourself and yur tribe or come to me later begging. Either way, you will work for me, you don't have a choice," Alvin said grinning

Hiccup looked back at Alvin and scowled. Alvin had him in a corner but he wasn't beaten yet. There was still a chance he could figure out Alvin and Dagur's plan, find some way out of this situation. There were still options.

"No," he said firmly.

Alvin shrugged.

"Suit yourself," and stood aside as one of the temple guards reached the top of the rope and climbed onto the deck. Several others followed.

The first guard looked grim as he approached Stoick.

"Stoick the Vast of the Hooligan tribe you are ordered to present yourself to the Viking council. I am here to escort you and your son to the great hall," the guard said politely but put his hand on his sword hilt to emphasise his words

Stoick stepped forward.

"We are accepted guests of this temple. On what grounds are we summoned?"

"You have been challenged as to your tribe's right to be here. You have been called before the council to answer the accusation," the guard answered solemnly.

Stoick looked outraged at this.

"Who dares accuse the Hooligans of not meeting their obligations?" Stoick said. His fists clenched in anger.

The Guard looked sympathetic but continued resolutely.

"That is not for me to say sir. I have been sent to collect you to answer to the charge. Please come with me."

Stoick looked like he wanted to say more but got himself under control.

"Fine let's go then. Hiccup, stay here and continue the work on the boats I will be back shortly," Stoick said as he made to follow the guard but stopped when the guard raised his hand.

"I'm sorry sir but my instructions are to bring both you and your son," he said apologetically.

Stoick froze at this and Hiccup caught him snatch a glance at him and noticed a strange look flash across his father's face, it looked a little like his father was afraid but Hiccup shook off the thought. His father was never afraid.

"Fine, Hiccup with me. Astrid, continue the works," Stoick said and moved towards the side of the boat without a second look at either of them.

Hiccup looked at Astrid and he noted the look of uncertainty on her face.

"I'll be back soon," he said before turning and following his father to the rail.

As he passed Alvin he didn't look at the Outcast but felt a shiver down his spine as he felt Alvin's eyes on him. This was Alvin's doing he was sure of it, and Dagur's but Hiccup was determined. They had gotten out of some tight spots in the past. This was no different.

* * *

><p>The walk back to the temple was tense. Despite his apparent confidence on deck when he was face to face with Alvin Hiccup couldn't help feeling nervous as he glanced around at the guards surrounding them. Now he had time to think over what was happening Alvin's words were echoing over and over in his head and he started to feel fearful. Whatever was happening was certainly of Alvin's and Dagur's design either as their primary plan or as a backup and Hiccup was certain that it was not going to be good for him or the Hooligan tribe.<p>

Without realising what he was doing he moved closer to his father's side feeling the need for his father's protection. He looked at his father's face and saw the same grim expression he had seen before. Something serious was happening and he was powerless to do anything.

* * *

><p>There was deep silence as they mounted the steps to the main hall and entered the council chamber. The atmosphere was tense as the small party made their way to the centre of the room. The other chiefs of the tribes stood around the room encircling them.<p>

Hiccup glanced nervously around noting the look on each person's face. Some were unreadable but Hiccup caught a glimpse of Camicazi and Thuggory and noted the worry and uncertainly etched on their faces and felt his own feeling of concern rising. He then saw Alvin join Dagur and whisper something in his ear but tried to ignore them and focus on the events that he sensed were about to happen.

There was a light murmuring of whispers around the room but these were brought to an abrupt stop when the aged Elder stood. Hiccup looked at her and noted that she to had the same grim, worried look on her face.

"It is with a sad heart that I have called this council meeting," she said looking from face to face before focusing on Hiccup and Stoick.

"Stoick the Vast of the Hooligan Tribe, I have called both thee and thy son to this place to answer serious charges. These charges bring into question both you and your tribe's dedication to peace and commitment to the gods."

Stoick stepped forward his face set as he looked around the room.

"The Hooligans have always met their obligations and with peace in their hearts. We have done nothing to shame us or this temple. What is this false accusation?" He said in a clear loud voice.

The Elder continued.

"It has been put forward to this council that the Hooligan tribe has not made allowance for their dues to the Gods and that they are here under false pretences. Whilst I accept what you say is true that the Hooligans have never shown aggression to this temple it is also true that you have not as yet presented a sacrifice to be made as everyone here has done."

Hiccups breath caught in his throat. This was what Astrid had been so worried about when she had learnt of the Blue Whales fate.

Stoick squared his shoulders.

"We have full intention of making the customary sacrifice as we have always done but our vessel carrying the offering was lost at sea. Our fleet attacked by dragons. We need to return to Berk to bring more."

The Elder shook her head.

"The time of offering is already upon us. There is not enough time for you to leave for Berk and return before the period of offering passes. You are aware of the consequences if you cannot make your offering?"

Stoick tightened his hands into fists and nodded.

"I am, but I ask for more time."

"Chief of the Hooligans as my time as Elder I have had the pleasure of calling you friend as I did your father before you and I have known you and your tribe to be honest. However in matters relating to this temples duty to the Gods and our laws I must be resolute and firm. I can see no way for you to complete what you ask in the time frames that the law allows."

Hiccups heart sank. This was true. It had taken the whole fleet three days to reach the island. With even the fastest vessels it would take two to three days to make it back to Berk and a further three days laden with offerings to get back to the Island of Thor. With loading time on Berk and the fact that it was nearing evening time it seemed an impossible task. Even with a good wind and current they couldn't make it back in time for the offerings to be made by the seventh day.

Others seem to be doing the same calculation and there were murmurings of agreement around the room.

"**The Hooligan lies**," a voice said clearly and loud enough to be heard over the murmuring.

All talk in the chamber ceased immediately and Dagur stepped forward. Stoick stepped forward to meet him, his fists bunched in anger.

"How dare you accuse me of lying. Our offerings were lost, the state of our fleet shows that we speak the truth," Stoick spat angrily, his face turning red.

Dagur put up his hand and continued in his singsong voice.

"I don't doubt that Stoick. I merely mean to point out to this council that I think you are lying about not having anything to offer to the Gods."

Stoick shook his head at the boy Chief before him.

"And just how am I lying boy? Do you see me sitting on a pile of jewels or swathed in heaps of furs. Everything we planned to offer has been lost. We have nothing of value only what the advance party bought with them and anything that survived the attack," he said flatly the anger still clear in his voice.

Dagur smiled slowly and looked at Hiccup in a way that made Hiccup feel uncertain and frightened.

"Nothing of value...I wouldn't say that," he said quietly keeping his eyes on Hiccup.

"What...I...don't..." Stoick started to say in confusion and followed Dagur's gaze towards Hiccup, wondering what Hiccup had that was so valuable, and then he turned quickly back to Dagur his eyes wide in shock and realisation.

Dagur smiled coldly before turning to the Elder.

"Reverend Elder, I believe I am correct in quoting the law when I state that if a tribe does not offer sacrifice then another tribe can choose for them," he said.

She nodded, her eyes showing the same shock in understanding as Stoick's.

"You are correct," she responded her voice wavering slightly.

"Good," and Dagur turned slowly back to Hiccup. Hiccups blood went cold at the look in his eyes.

"**No**..." Stoick exclaimed in horror.

Dagur smiled.

"Then it is my right by law to make this demand. I demand that the Hooligan Chief sacrifice the greatest thing he has to offer to appease the Gods...his son and heir."
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The room was filled with a shocked and stunned silence at Dagur's words before a unanimous cry of outrage erupted.

Ignoring the uproar Dagur continued to smile and watched as Stoick backed protectively towards Hiccup. Hiccup just stood there is shock.

"Dad...he can't mean...can he?" Hiccup asked his father quietly, his voice shaking.

"He can, but it's not going to happen Hiccup," Stoick said firmly keeping his eyes on Dagur.

"**QUIET,**" the Elder roared and the room instantly fell silent.

She turned her attention back to Dagur.

"What you have suggested is abhorrent to me Chief of the Berserker's but as you say it is permitted by law to make the demand you have made. However you are required to have support from another elected and recognised member of this council."

Hiccup felt a jolt of hope.

Dagur nodded and rolled his eyes skywards.

"Ah but you see reverend Elder I do have support," he replied smugly and gestured to the side of the hall.

Hiccup felt his legs weaken when Alvin stepped forward.

"No...," he whispered in despair. Hiccup now understood why Alvin had been so sure of himself. This had been their plan, perhaps from the very beginning.

Alvin gave him a nasty grin before standing beside Dagur.

"I and the Hysteric Tribe agree with the Chief of the Berserker's. The Hooligan's ave no right to be here without offering a sacrifice. There is no choice in this matter. The life of Stoick's heir should be given, to atone for their insult and to satisfy the Gods," he said clearly.

There was another cry of outrage from the room and Stoick's face paled even further at what was unfolding.

The Elder looked worried as she raised her hand once again for silence.

"This is a serious matter and requires further discussion before a decision is made," she said loudly before looking across at Hiccup.

"It is unfair to cause the boy any more distress than is necessary. Guards please take him away from here and make him comfortable," she said quietly an edge of sadness to her voice.

The guards nodded and gently took hold of Hiccups upper arms.

"D..dad," he said uncertainly looking at his father.

"It will be all right Hiccup," Stoick said in assurance but Hiccup noted the waver in his voice and worry etched on his face.

Hiccup nodded numbly and offered no resistance as he was steered out of the room.

They didn't take him far, only to a small furnished room just outside the main hall. He was so dazed and confused at what had just happened that he was only vaguely aware of the guards request to hand over his sword but he obeyed, unbuckling the belt and handing it over. They left him then, closing the door and he heard a key turn in the lock.

His mind was in turmoil, unable to fully register what was happening to him. He couldn't focus, panic threatening to overwhelm him. Was he really going to be sacrificed?

He imagined his father was trying to argue against Dagur and Alvin's demand to the council, trying to save Hiccups life but all Hiccup could feel was hopelessness. How in the Gods was he going to get out of this one? If he or his father refused the demand his tribe would pay the price. If anyone interfered he imagined that they would also pay a heavy price and if he let this happen he would die. He understood Alvin and Dagur's plan now and realised the situation they had engineered left him no escape. He ran his hands down his face in frustration. He knew what Dagur and Alvin wanted. They wanted him or his father to come to them, begging them to withdraw their demand. In return they would want Hiccup to give himself over to them. He would be no better than a slave, and condemned a traitor if he trained their dragons. Was death a better option?

He stepped back until he felt a wall behind him and slowly slid to the floor before burying his head in his hands in despair. He felt that either way his fate had been sealed.

* * *

><p>Astrid hummed to herself as she hammered the new deck board in place. The work was going well but it would still be a few days before the ships would be ready to sail again. She looked up at hearing loud voices from the beach below. Deciding to see what was going on she grabbed a rope and swung over the side of the rail, sliding down to the shingle below.<p>

A large group had gathered round a couple of warriors from the Meathead tribe. They looked out of breath and were talking fast. She moved closer to hear what was being said. It was difficult to make out anything from the babble around her but she caught something about a sacrifice being demanded and the odd mention of her tribe. Nothing of interest and she wondered what all the fuss was about until she heard Hiccup and Stoick's name and her curiosity rose. She saw Gobber push his way out of the crowd and she instantly knew something bad had happened. He was pale and shaking.

"What is it Gobber? What's happened?" She demanded starting to worry.

He suddenly grabbed her arm tightly and Astrid nearly cried out at the strength of the grip but any protest died in her throat at his next words.

"Astrid...Its Hiccup...he's in danger...Dagur...Alvin...they..."

She was running before he had even had a chance to finish.

* * *

><p>Time seemed to have stopped for Hiccup. He had no concept of how long he had sat there on the floor. He just wanted to wake up and find that this was some horrible nightmare brought on by some bad yak's milk or one of his father's stories. This couldn't possibly be real. He would wake up in his bed soon, go for a flight on Toothless, train at the academy and maybe even visit Gobber at the forge. How could this possibly be real and happening to him? It wasn't real...was it?<p>

* * *

><p>Astrid had never run so fast in her life. The moment Gobber had said that Hiccup was in danger she had known that she needed to get to him as fast as possible. Her mind was whirling as fast as her legs. Alvin had seemed to know that the guards were coming and why they were there. He had said that Hiccup wouldn't have a choice, that he would be forced to train his dragons. Was this what he had meant? Was this the reason Hiccup was in danger? Was this Alvin and Dagur's plan to make Hiccup do as they wanted?<p>

'To many questions,' she said to herself in frustration as she approached the temple.

She had covered the distance swiftly and was soon climbing the steps to the main hall two at a time. The great doors were open but she barely registered this as she sped into the entrance hall.

The door to the council chamber was heavily guarded and she could hear loud voices from within. She also noticed two other guards standing beside a solitary door a little way off the main corridor. As she got closer she saw that one of these guards was holding Hiccups sword so she changed direction towards them.

"I'm looking for the Hooligan Chiefs son, Hiccup," she said quickly as she approached them.

The guard holding Hiccups sword nodded.

"He's in here, but no one is allowed to see him," he said politely but with a note of firmness.

"Why?" Astrid said confused, although relieved that Hiccup, despite her initial fears, did not appear to be in any immediate danger.

"He is being kept secure until the Elder and council have decided his fate," he responded again but with a slight catch in his voice.

"Fate!" Astrid stated in alarm.

"What has he done?" She demanded.

"Nothing."

Astrid looked at them incredulously.

"Nothing? Then why keep him confined? Why can't I see him?" She demanded unable to keep the anger out of her voice.

The guards look softened and he glanced at his counterpart before looking back at her.

"You haven't heard?" He said gently.

"Heard what?" Astrid said annoyed.

The guards exchanged another look.

"It might be best to let the boy explain," the guard said to his friend who nodded.

"True. I don't think the Elder will mind...given the circumstances."

Astrid looked at them both in confusion before they turned their attention back to her.

"You'll need to leave your weapons with us and I have to lock the door behind you," the first guard said to her.

Astrid nodded vaguely and unstrapped her axe from her waist handling it over to the first guard without comment. If it meant seeing Hiccup and finding out what in Odin's name was going on she would gladly give up her weapons.

The second guard then took a key from his pocket and inserted it into the lock before turning it and opening the door.

Astrid stepped into the room and heard the door lock behind her.

She instantly spotted Hiccup sitting in a corner, his knees pulled up close to his chest and his long arms wrapped around them. His head was bowed and his eyes shut.

"Hiccup..." Astrid said gently as she moved closer to him.

He seemed to be aware now that someone was in the room with him and he looked up fearfully.

"A...Astrid," he breathed in relief when he saw her.

"Hiccup what is it? What's happened? The guards wouldn't tell me," she asked as she reached his side and knelt down beside him, not liking the terrified look in his eyes.

Astrid laid a hand on his arm and felt that he was trembling.

"Hiccup, please tell me what's happened? The message reached us that you were in danger but no one said why."

"Dagur and Alvin...that's what's happened," Hiccup said quietly.

"What have they done?" Astrid asked, gently raising her hand to his cheek. Hiccup closed his eyes as he felt her hand on his skin.

"They...they have demanded that my father offer me as a sacrifice in place of our lost offerings," his voice trembling as he answered.

Astrid felt sick.

"I...I thought that was all in the past. They can't do that," she said shocked.

Hiccup shook his head sadly.

"Apparently they can."

He leaned closer to Astrid.

"My father's in the main hall right now trying to find an alternative but you know as well as I that if the Hooligan's can't offer a suitable sacrifice then it will be the end of us. My...My father won't have a choice. I'm going to die Astrid," he said in a frightened voice and a tear trickled down his cheek.

Astrid wrapped an arm around him protectively pulling him close.

"You fathers not going to let that happen Hiccup and neither am I. There has to be an alternative," she said firmly trying to offer him some comfort.

Hiccup shook his head and started to push himself to his feet.

"It's no good Astrid. The only other solution is to return to Berk for more of the original offering but there's not enough time to get there and back before the end of the offering period. If an offering is not made before the seventh day ends then it will be end of us," his voice reflecting the hopelessness of the situation. He bowed his head once again and closed his eyes, seeming resigned to his fate.

His eyes snapped open again when Astrid's solid and painful fist made contact with his upper arm.

"**OUCH**. What was that for?" he demanded, momentarily forgetting his situation and glowering at her.

"To try and snap you out of this. You're not giving up on me Hero and you're not dying till I say you can. Now put that brain to good use and start thinking up a plan," she said angrily.

"And just what exactly do think I've been doing for the last hour," Hiccup exclaimed indignantly, feeling angry himself with her now.

"I've tried every combination I can think of but it's just not possible for even the fastest of boats to make it back to Berk, load up and return before the seventh day. Either I sacrifice my tribe to save myself, go crawling on my hands and knees to Alvin and Dagur and beg them to withdraw their demand and probably spend the rest of my life branded a traitor and a slave or I walk willingly to the sacrificial alter," he said raising his voice and waving his arms above his head.

"**OW**," he cried again in pain as Astrid punched him for the second time and he gave her a hurt look as he rubbed his arm.

"This is no time to panic Hiccup."

He gave a dry laugh and shook his head.

"Astrid you know me. I'm not going to sacrifice my tribe and there is no way I'm going to betray them so that leaves getting my throat slit, heart cut out or Gods knows what else done to me all for the sake of some stupid, ancient and barbaric custom. So tell me, when would be a good time to start panicking because now seems ideal to me," he said angrily, a trace of his normal sarcasm coming through.

Astrid would have laughed if the situation wasn't so serious.

She raised her fist again.

"Ok, Ok," Hiccup said quickly putting his hands up defensively.

"Don't let Dagur and Alvin Win Hiccup. Think, there must be something you haven't thought of."

Hiccup sighed and began to pace the room, arms behind his back and his brow furrowed deep in concentration. He began to mutter to himself as he ran his ideas over and over again as he paced, trying to think of something he might have missed.

Astrid watched him for several minutes and started to feel dizzy from his frantic pacing.

"**AHHHH**," he suddenly cried in frustration and threw his arms in the air before letting his shoulders slump in defeat.

He turned to Astrid and she saw the look of hopelessness back in his eyes.

"It's no good Astrid. I've been through this a hundred times. Using the boats just won't work."

He sank his head back into his hands in defeat.

"Oh Gods I wish I had Toothless with me...wait...Toothless," he suddenly exclaimed lowering his hands quickly and giving Astrid one of his looks that said 'I've just had a brilliant plan'.

He grabbed her arms in excitement, his fear momentarily forgotten.

"Astrid...the dragons."

"What is it...what have you thought of?" She said urgently feeling her own hope rise but not yet fully understanding.

"Astrid it takes two days by the fastest boat...but only one day by dragon."

He was grinning at her now and she returned it as she realised what this meant.

"The dragons can bring replacement offerings. Even if it does take three days to get to Berk the dragons can get the offerings here by the seventh day. That's it Hiccup," she said unable to keep the relief out of her voice and she quickly pulled him into a hug.

At that moment there were the sounds of people outside the door and a key turned in the lock.

They turned to the door and Hiccup felt the elation of a few moments before slip away, replaced again by fear as the Elder and his father entered the room. In an instant Hiccup knew that the council discussions had not ended well. Hiccup felt his confidence waver and he gripped Astrid's hand for support. She squeezed it back.

"D...Dad?" He said uncertainly.

Stoick looked at his son and Hiccup felt despair at the look on his father's face, it was a mask of grief. It was as if he was already grieving for the loss of his son, even though they stood in the same room.

Hiccup staggered back, letting go of Astrid's hand.

"Oh Gods...No," he said as the realisation of what that meant hit him.

Suddenly Stoick was there, wrapping his arms around his son, crossing the room faster than Hiccup thought he could move. He was squeezing Hiccup tightly and normally Hiccup would have protested but to have his father's protective arms around him made him feel safe and he wished he would never let go.

"Hiccup..." Stoick started to say but his voice stuck in his throat and tears started to run down his cheeks. He swallowed hard as he held his sons shaking form.

"Dad...please tell me it isn't true...that their not going to...please Dad," Hiccup choked out unable to control his emotions any longer.

Stoick held him tighter.

"Dagur and Alvin refused to withdraw their demand. T...the council had no choice...the law was clear...we couldn't find away round it," Stoick's own voice caught as he admitted his failure to his son. He felt Hiccup push against him and he let his arms fall.

Hiccup stepped back from his father and looked at him, his face pale and eyes wide.

"Th...then there's no choice. I...I have to die," Hiccup said, his voice quiet and catching on the words.

"No, I won't let it happen. I won't let them lay a finger on you. Were leaving right now," Stoick said and he made a move to take Hiccups hand but Hiccup stepped back again.

"But, if we leave now...won't the tribe be expelled...won't we be at war?" Hiccup asked, his voice wavering as he looked again at his father.

His father's body language told him everything he needed to know and Hiccup shook his head.

"No...I won't let the tribe suffer because of me."

"Hiccup..." Stoick started to say and again reached for his son but Hiccup repeated the shake of his head and stepped back.

"Dad no, I'm not worth that. The tribe comes first...you taught me that."

Stoick felt despair rising in his chest. Yes that had always been his rule. The way he had been taught but now...when the life of his son was on the line he just couldn't do it. He would risk the wrath of a thousand gods and a hundred wars to save his son.

"Hiccup, I'm not going to let them hurt you and I'm not giving you to those two evil maniacs either. We leave tonight and face the consequences later," he said resigned.

"No," Hiccup said again and with no sign of the earlier fear and weakness he looked calmly at his father, the determination clear on his face.

Stoick opened his mouth to protest but Astrid spoke first.

"Hiccup, what about the plan?" she said quietly, moving closer to him.

"Plan? What plan?" Stoick demanded turning to Astrid.

"Hiccup?" She said again, trying to get him to focus on her rather than his father. He finally looked at her and let out a long deep breath before looking back at his father. He wasn't sure his father was going to like this.

"Dad it may be possible to get to Berk and back with more offerings before the end of the seventh day," Hiccup said slowly hoping that his father would agree with what he was about to suggest but if he did then Berks greatest secret would be out.

"How?" Stoick asked as he met Hiccups eyes again.

Hiccup took another deep breath.

"By using the dragons," he said simply and he shot a nervous glance over his father's shoulder towards the Elder who had been standing back to allow them privacy as the news was broken. Hiccup was a little startled when she gave him a small barely noticeable smile and a nod. Seeing this as encouragement he continued.

"Dad, the Falcon can make the journey in about two days."

Stoick nodded.

"I know that son but I don't..."

"The dragons can make it in one," Hiccup continued cutting across his father.

Stoick's eyes widened as he caught onto Hiccups plan and he started to smile, a spark of hope now alight in his chest.

"Aye it might just work," he agreed and he quickly turned to the Elder.

"If we were able to get our offerings here before the end of the seventh day would that be acceptable?" He asked the hope now evident in his voice.

She stepped closer and nodded.

"Yes that would be acceptable. If you are able to bring more of what was originally promised then your tribe and your son would suffer no penalty. However your son must remain here until you return."

Stoick smiled in relief, the hope in him now fully alight. He hated the idea of leaving Hiccup behind. If something went wrong...it just didn't bear thinking about, but it was a chance and he would gladly take it.

The Elder sighed.

"I am truly sorry Stoick that you and your son have been put through this. This is an ancient law, long overdue its removal or amendment. A human sacrifice has not been made or proposed at this temple for hundreds of years. These long years of peace have made this council foolish and blind. I warned them that to forgive the Outcast would have consequences. We have been manipulated by two evil men out for their own ends," her remorse clear as she placed a hand on Stoick's arm.

"I promise you that whilst Hiccup is with us he will be treated well. Confinement will be necessary but he will be comfortable and looked after. No harm will come to him providing you return by the end of the seventh day," she assured him.

Stoick nodded and turned back to Hiccup.

"Are you really prepared to do this?" he said solemnly.

Hiccup looked at him and nodded.

"Yeah Dad I am. I know you won't let me down," and with that stepped towards his father and wrapped his arms around him as best as his smaller frame would allow. Stoick returned the hug and sighed before lowering his arms.

"Right then, we need to get going. We will need provisions for the journey and the Falcon will need putting back to sea," he said business like.

"The temple will provide for your needs," the Elder said as she moved back to the door and rapped on it with her staff.

"Thank you," Stoick acknowledged.

The door opened and she left the room. Stoick started to follow her.

"Astrid, with me, I will need your help getting the boats ready and back to sea. We have a long journey ahead of us and we need to get going," he ordered but stopped when he saw Astrid shaking her head.

"I'm not going back to Berk, I'm not leaving Hiccup," she said firmly.

Stoick looked shocked at her tone.

"You will do as you are told Astrid. I need you and your expertise with the dragons," he said angrily.

Astrid bristled at the reprimand and she glared in defiance at her Chief. Hiccup saw an Astrid explosion coming and stepped forward taking her by the shoulders and moving her back.

"It's all right Dad, let me talk to her," he said and his father shrugged before leaving the room.

Astrid spun around and Hiccup could almost feel the defiance radiating from her.

"I'm not going Hiccup and that's final. I'm not leaving you with those two maniacs on the loose."

Hiccup listened and mentally shook his head. She wasn't making sense he was perhaps safer as a prisoner of the temple then as a free Viking. He doubted Alvin and Dagur could do much more to him now. He steeled himself for the fight he knew they were about to have.

"You're going back to Berk," he said firmly.

"I'm not," she snarled raising her voice another octave.

"Yes you are," he said again in the same firm measured tone.

"I'm not. I'm staying right here and there is nothing you can say to change my mind Hiccup so don't even try."

She crossed her arms and fixed him with one of the most intense glares he had seem from her in a while.

He sighed and looked straight back at her, meeting her glare calmly.

"I thought you cared about me more than that," he said sadly.

Taken aback Astrid's glare softened.

"Of course I care about you. That's why I'm staying here," she had thought she had made that perfectly obvious.

He shook his head.

"Then why are you putting my life in the hands of others?"

"W..what...," she stammered.

Hiccup sighed again.

"I mean the Twins Astrid, really. Do you care about me so little to trust those two to round up the dragons, get everything organised and take this seriously enough? I might as well cut out my own heart now and be done with it," he said looking at the floor.

"Fishlegs will try of course but he has no confidence or leadership ability, no one will listen to him and Snotlout will probably be pleased. After all he will be the next Chief if I'm not around," he continued keeping his eyes on the floor.

"Do I really mean that little to you?" He finished.

He heard her sob and he hated himself, hated playing dirty like this and he didn't really mean the things he was saying but it was having the desired effect.

"Hi...Hiccup...why...why would you say that. I love you, I'd die for you. Please don't say those things," she stammered between sobs.

He looked up at her. She had her hand across her mouth in shock and her shoulders where shaking as she tried to suppress her sobs.

His arms were around her, holding her tight before he even realised he was moving and she buried her face in his shoulder and continued to sob.

"I'm sorry," he said gently.

"Do see now why you have to go back to Berk?" He asked still holding her tight, burying his own face in her hair.

"Please Astrid, I need you. You're the most experienced rider after me and you know how to fly Toothless, how to operate his tail. You know what needs to be done and the others will follow you."

Her sobs started to subside and he felt a lump in his throat as he prepared to say the next words.

"I'm scared Astrid, really scared. I don't want to die, not like this but if I know that you're out there fighting for me then I will feel some hope. I trust you to do everything possible to make this work," he said trying to keep his own emotions in check.

Astrid lifted her head from his shoulder and looked at him deeply. The anger was gone from her eyes now and all he could see was a fire of determination and love, love for him.

"Only you can save me now," he said quietly as he met her gaze, trying to put all his own love for her in that look.

She leaned in and kissed him gently on the lips.

"I won't let you down," she said fiercely.

He kissed her back.

"Thank you."

They held each other again, glad of the reassuring contact. Hiccup prayed to any God that happened to be listening that it would not be one of the last times he held her and closed his eyes. He pulled away after a while.

"Astrid I want you to have something," he said before letting her go and moving towards the door. He knocked on it and then stepped back so that he hoped the guard didn't think he was trying to escape.

The door opened and one of the guards stepped in.

"I have a request," he said.

"What is it?"

"May i have my sword?" Hiccup asked and instantly the guard shook his head.

Hiccup put his hands out in front of him palms up in a submissive posture.

"I promise I won't unsheathe it and you can stay in the room with me, with you own swords drawn if you wish."

The guard looked uncertain.

"It would do me no good to fight you or injury myself. I won't risk my tribe's safety. I just want to give it to someone," Hiccup added.

The guard seemed to contemplate this for a moment and then nodded. He stepped out of the room and returned seconds later with Hiccups sword. He handed it to him and Hiccup made sure he placed both hands on the sheath away from the hilt to demonstrate his sincerity. He then turned and moved back to Astrid. The guard followed him but did not draw his own sword, choosing to trust the boy.

Laying the sword across his palms he held it out to her.

"Astrid, I want you look after this for me."

"Hiccup I can't," she said her voice catching with emotion again as she pushed the sword back at him. She felt like this was a sign of him giving up.

"Astrid please, it's no good to me here. Just look after it for me, until you can give it back to me. It will make me feel better, like a part of me is with you," he said, again holding out the sword.

Astrid reached out a trembling hand and took the weapon from him bringing it close to her chest with both hands. She looked at him for a moment before reaching up to her hair and removing the maiden band she wore. She held it out to him.

"Then you look after this for me," she said as she held the decorated leather out to him.

Hiccup looked at what she offered in her hand and then back at her. His eyes widened. The band was not just a decoration to wear. It held real significance to a Viking woman. It showed other men and women that she was free, not yet bound to a man in marriage. The band was normally only removed on her wedding day.

"A...Astrid," he stammered unable to take his eyes off her.

"I'm yours Hiccup and always will be. Whatever happens," she said her voice thick with emotion.

Hiccups hands shook as he gently took the band from her, feeling its soft leather.

"Thank you," he said simply unable to find words to describe how this made him feel.

They exchanged a gentle kiss before the sound of the guard's feet scuffing awkwardly on the floor bought them back to reality.

"I need to go," Astrid said and Hiccup nodded, squeezing her hand.

"I think the Elder may let me come down with the guards to see you off," he said not wanting to let her go but he knew he had to.

"I hope so," she said as she moved backwards, still clutching his hand. Their hands stayed clasped until they could stretch apart no further and Hiccup had to let her go.

The guard closed the door behind them and Hiccup heard the key once more turn in the lock.

Alone now he looked down at the band in his hand. He ran it between his fingers, stroking the soft leather and brought it up to his face, instantly catching Astrid's scent. She always smelled of flowers and newly cut grass. The significance of what she had declared to him in giving him the band was not lost on him and his heart ached. There was no further doubt in his mind now and he wished he hadn't left it so long. He just hoped it wasn't too late, that the gods would show him mercy, spare him. That he would have a chance to ask her to marry him.


	10. Farewells

**Chapter 10 - ****Farewells**

Hiccup stood on the beach feeling miserable. The Elder had given her permission for him to leave the temple complex but Hiccup was already regretting his decision to see the Falcon off. It wasn't the fact that the rain was lashing down again or the now ever present guards that Hiccup found uncomfortable. It was the fact that the whole event felt like a funeral and he couldn't help feeling like he was the one who'd died.

He gritted his teeth as yet another person came up to him, shook his hand and told him how proud they were of him. He accepted the praise graciously and under any other circumstance would have found it flattering. However, it wasn't the words that were affecting him so much it was the look on their faces, their body language, the way they all had the same solemn and sad look about them.

The farewell with Gobber had brought a small moment of light heartedness when he had given Hiccup a bear hug and wiped at his eyes muttered something about onions but it had been short lived. Everyone knew how serious the situation was and that Hiccup would pay the price if the plan failed. It was the reason for all the depressing farewells.

He braced himself as he saw his father approach. He had been dreading this moment.

"Were ready to go," Stoick said as he reached Hiccup.

A lump in his throat Hiccup just nodded, unable to meet his father's gaze. Stoick placed his hands on his son's shoulders.

"Still determined to go through with this?" Stoick asked for what seemed like the hundredth time.

"I am," Hiccup answered quietly.

Stoick looked hard at his son. The seventeen year old boy that had travelled from Berk only a few days before was gone now, in his place stood a confident and determined young man. Stoick's heart swelled with pride at how far Hiccup had come in just a few short days. He squeezed the young man's shoulders and gave him a deep and meaningful look.

"Look son I know I've been harsh on you these last few months, pushed you to grow up and accept your responsibilities perhaps faster than you would have liked, but I want you to know that I'm proud of you Hiccup. More proud then I've ever been. The courage you have shown today is beyond anything I have seen, even in the heat of battle. What you have chosen to risk for the tribe..." his voice caught and he cursed himself. The magnitude of what they were trying to achieve weighed heavily on his mind and he couldn't bear to think of the consequences if they failed.

"I know Dad," Hiccup said his own voice struggling.

Stoick swallowed his concern, there would be time enough for that later, right now he wanted to be strong for his son and show him the reassurance he needed.

"I also know Hiccup that when the time finally comes for this old man to hang up his hammer I will be leaving Berk in good hands."

Hiccup looked at his father in disbelief, overwhelmed by the unexpected praise. Stoick brought him into a close embrace.

"I'll be back for you, I Promise," he said his voice thick with emotion as he held Hiccup tight.

Hiccup was unable to find his own words.

Eventually Stoick pushed away and gave Hiccup one long last searching look before turning away. Hiccup watched him go and wished that he could run after him. In truth he could. Alvin and Dagur had forced this situation on him but it was his choice to stay behind as a prisoner, to offer his life as a guarantee. The thought that his life would be forfeit if they did not return terrified him and a part of him wondered why he did not save himself why he still had the chance. Was it bravery, foolishness or just downright stubbornness that stopped him?

He sighed as the second farewell he had been dreading now approached and he gently stroked the soft leather wrapped around his left wrist. Astrid's face was as solemn as his fathers had been and he took a deep shaky breath.

"Hey," he said quietly as she reached him and took hold of his hands.

"It's time to go," she said in the same quiet voice as she pulled close to his chest and touched her forehead to his. He nodded and leaned into her, closing his eyes.

"I know."

"I'm so proud of you Hiccup."

"So everyone keeps telling me," he said with a frustrated sigh.

"I mean it Hiccup. I confess that I was worried that you would never accept you responsibilities but in the last few days you've shown us all that you have the makings of being a great leader, possibly the best Berk has ever seen," the pride and love in her voice coming through strong as she spoke.

Hiccup looked at her and gave her one of his lopsided grins.

"You really mean that."

She kissed him on the cheek.

"I really mean it."

"Let's hope I get the chance to keep showing it," and he braced himself for the punch that usually came after he berated himself or joked, but it didn't come.

Instead she wrapped her arms around him tightly and held him as if she would never let go. He returned the hug with the same fierceness.

They both looked up at the sound of her name being called.

"You have to go," Hiccup said sadly not wanting to be parted from her.

She nodded.

"I don't want to leave you," she admitted as she wiped at her face and Hiccup knew that it wasn't the rain she wiped away.

"I'll be fine," he assured her.

Her name was called again with more urgency and Hiccup could see that the crew were ready to push the Falcon back to sea.

He kissed her fiercely.

"I love you," he whispered as they broke apart.

"I love you to," she breathed trying to control the emotion in her voice.

"Go," he said and let go of her hands.

"Don't be late," he added with a small smile.

"I won't. I promise," and with that she set off at a run towards the now moving boat.

Hiccup watched as she grasped the boarding rope and climbed safely on deck. She joined Gobber and his father at the rail and lifted her arm in a farewell gesture. He raised his own in return and watched as they sailed into the mist and out of sight.

Hiccup remained on the beach looking out at the empty sea long after they had gone. He had a horrible feeling of foreboding now that they had left and an intense feeling of loneliness gripped him. One of the guards came up beside him and lay a gentle hand on his arm. Pulled from his dark thoughts he nodded and finally let himself be lead back to the path. He thought that going to the beach would have helped pick up his spirits but in truth it had done the opposite.

* * *

><p>It was well past midnight when they reached the temple complex and something that had been worrying him came back to the forefront of his mind. He accepted that he was now a prisoner rather than a guest but he couldn't help wondering what would happen to him.<p>

His mood darkened further as he listened to the two guards talking quietly between themselves. He caught the word 'cell' at one point and he had a horrible feeling that they were talking about him. It seemed that there were holding cells deep under the temple and he shuddered at the thought of a cold, dark and windowless room with iron bars and nothing but a stone floor to sleep on. His imagination torturing him further as it added chains to the image and he suddenly feared that he would be bound as well as confined. He bowed his head against the rain and wondered what awaited him.

The torches around the complex guttered in the strong wind as they climbed the steps to the relative shelter of the main hall. The Elder was standing just inside the doorway and came forward to meet them. Hiccup, who was shivering with cold now, felt his anxiety grow.

"Did they depart safely?" she asked as they met.

Hiccup nodded and saw that she was looking deeply at him.

"How are you feeling child?" she asked with concern in her voice.

"Ok I suppose," he responded suddenly feeling drained and exhausted. It had been a long and difficult day.

She nodded and sighed.

"We will need to talk but it can wait till morning. For now you need to rest. Your accommodation is ready."

An image once again shot into Hiccup mind of a cold, dark cell and he tried to hide his fear but the Elders sharp eyes spotted it.

"What is it child?" she asked gently.

Hiccup glanced at the floor.

"Um..I was wondering...where I would be...confined. The guards said something about a...cell," and he cursed himself for the weakness in his voice.

"I see," she shot the two guards a disapproving look and they suddenly looked uncomfortable.

She sighed again.

"Yes there are indeed cells here that were once used to hold those who were to be sacrificed."

"Oh," Hiccup said quietly.

He closed his eyes as his worst fears were confirmed. Steeling himself he pushed the frightening image of chains from his mind and reminding himself that he was doing this to save his tribe from expulsion and war. What were a few days of discomfort if it meant he was able to protect them. He took a deep breath to steady his voice.

"Would it be possible to have some dry clothes...and maybe something warm to lie on?" He asked quietly.

"Of course child but why would you feel the need to ask?"

Hiccup bowed his head in resignation and wrapped his arms around his thin frame.

"I imagine it will be cold down there."

She came closer and placed a hand on his trembling arm.

"Bless you young Hooligan for your bravery. Yes the cells are still here but they have long fallen into disuse for such purposes. They are used now to hold our books and scrolls of law. Have you forgotten that I made a promise to your father that you would be comfortable while you were here? There have been some modifications but you will continue to stay in your original room, albeit with the presence of these guards now at your door. I regret that even this is necessary but perhaps it is best for your own protection as well as the necessity of the situation."

"Thank you," he said in relief.

"There is nothing to thank me for. You will be well looked after until your fathers return. You have my word on that. Now we have stood here long enough. It is late. I will come see you tomorrow."

With that she turned away. Hiccup watched her go before moving with his guards back down the steps. There was no one about and he supposed that everyone had long since been in bed.

'Must be nice,' he thought bitterly as they crossed the yard.

* * *

><p>The Elder watched them go with a heavy heart. The day's events had filled her with a deep sadness and despite her weariness and the lateness of the hour she turned to follow the narrow corridor that lead to the inner temple. There was something she had to do before seeking her bed.<p>

At her approach the two guards bowed respectfully and opened the ornate doors for her. She entered the inner courtyard and wrapped her robes more tightly around herself against the weather. The voice of Thor was loud tonight.

Only the Elder and appointed temple staff were normally allowed into the inner temple. This rule was relaxed once a year, on the seventh day of the Offering period when the tribes would gather to witness the sending of their offerings to the gods. In times past a great sacrificial alter had stood at its centre and she shook her head in sadness at how many innocent lives had been lost. These dark days should have been behind them, confined to the distant past. Instead they found themselves once more with the knife in their hands, forced there by evil and not by the Gods design, at least that was what she hoped. She could not bring herself to believe that the gods once more demanded a life in payment after so long.

She moved further across the yard and entered a small door. The room beyond was small but warm. A fire blazing at it centre. She looked up at the mighty statue holding aloft a great hammer. There were many such rooms around the inner courtyard. Each housing an effigy of a God but it was to Thor that she had come to ask her question. She closed her eyes in prayer.

"Mighty Thor I come seeking your guidance. At this time of offering a tribe has been forced to give one of its own as a blood sacrifice, an innocent boy. His father races to bring replacement offerings to save him but I fear that he may be too late and I am fearful of what may come to pass."

She took a deep breath.

"It has been many years since you demanded a life in sacrifice and if I must I will send the boy to Valhalla but I fear evil is at work."

"Might Thor I ask for a sign. I must know if this is truly your will."

She bowed her head and prayed for an answer, a sign to guide the way and if necessary the strength to carry out what had to be done.

She listened to the thunder and lightning as it continued to crash around the temple. Was it her imagination or did it seem louder, more fierce then before?

* * *

><p>As they made their way through the building, listening to the faint sounds of snoring, Hiccup felt a bitter feeling of jealousy rise within him. He didn't like this feeling. He was normally the gentle and forgiving sort, it was one of the things that made him different from other Vikings, but he couldn't help feeling angry at the ease in which they slept. He doubted that he would be able to enjoy the same rest after all that had happened.<p>

They reached the room and Hiccup noticed that a heavy bolt had been fitted to the outside. The guards opened the door and after he stepped inside the door closed and he heard the sound of the bolt being drawn. He wearily took off his saturated cloak and flung it on the back of a chair before looking around. The slatted shutters to the window had been closed and Hiccup moved towards them. A strong tug confirming what he suspected. They too were bolted from the outside. He sighed and sat down on the bed.

He shook his head in despair. How did he manage to get himself into these situations? If it wasn't going one on one with a gigantic dragon hundreds of times his size, it was standing on a ships mast waving a spear around and getting struck by lightning. He seemed to have a natural talent for getting into trouble.

This time was different though. Normally he just acted without thinking of the danger. Astrid called it bravery but to Hiccup it was just instinctive to do what was right. This time however there had been no blind action he had made a series of conscious decisions that had led him to this point. Yes, Alvin and Dagur held the axe but he was willingly laying his head on the block, knowingly risking his life. He knew that despite feeling like a frightened child his actions today had been those of a man, possibly even those of a future chief.

'Guess this is what Dad meant by growing up,' he thought with a hint of irony.

He shook his head again to try and clear his thoughts, he needed to rest. There was nothing more he could do and would have to wait patiently for a rescue or for the axe to fall. His fate was in the hands of others now.

As he stripped out of his wet tunic and trousers, pulling on dry clothing from his bag, he felt a small sense of satisfaction knowing that he was defying Alvin and Dagur. They had played all their cards now he was sure of it. They had probably expected him to come begging to them by now but instead, as per normal, he had come up with a plan to foil them once again. His father would return and they would be forced to back down and leave him alone. At least that's what he hoped. He wearily lay down and pulled the furs up around him. Despite his turmoil of thoughts and feelings he was asleep in seconds.

* * *

><p>It had been several hours now since their departure and the Falcon had easily pulled away from the rest of the fleet. They were returning home but this was far from a triumphant voyage. With the majority of their fleet damaged and stranded on the Island of Thor those vessels that remained sea worthy were now over burdened with crew and wounded making them slow and lumbering. The crew of the Falcon were weary but there was no evidence of their fatigue as they moved about the deck. No one spoke as they tightened sails and pulled oars, no one needed to. This was a race against time and the Falcon was the boat for the job. It was up to them see that the plan worked and they knew what needed to be done.<p>

Astrid watched them go about their duties in silence. She had stood there at the rail since watching Hiccups figure disappear into the mists. She thought back to that morning. It seemed an age since she and Hiccup had sat by the lake together, sharing their feelings and fears about the future. Hiccup had wanted to ask her something important. Had he been about to utter those words that her heart longed to hear? Would he ever get the chance? A day that had started out so well had ended in a nightmare.

She thumped her fist angrily onto the rail. This was no way to be thinking. Hiccup needed her to be strong and confident now. Not wondering if, what or might have been. It was just the circumstances and events of the last few hours that were making her feel this way. She felt terrible at leaving him behind but was sure that they would be back in time.

She turned and looked to the rear of the boat where Hiccups father stood. Grim faced his hand firm on the tiller as he guided the Falcon through crashing waves that tried in vain to pull them off course. He had been the quietest of them all since leaving the island. If she was feeling terrible then she could not begin to comprehend how he must be feeling.

* * *

><p>Stoick was angry. Angrier then he had ever been before and he gripped the tiller harder, threatening to crush it in his fury. He was angry at his council, he was angry at the Gods, he was angry at Dagur and Alvin but most of all he was angry at himself. Everything that had happened had been his fault, the mistakes his and his alone. If he had just thought ahead, perhaps set our earlier or split the Whales cargo between the boats in case of disaster then Hiccup would be here, safe and by his side, instead of a victim of an ancient and barbaric law. He slammed his fist into the side of the Falcon. He was the one who had been predictable, stuck to a routine and had given his enemies the chance to defeat them. His son should not have to pay the price for his failure. He closed his eyes and took deep breaths. This wasn't helping Hiccup he needed to calm down and keep a clear head.<p>

As he thought of Hiccup the pride and love he felt for his son at that moment surpassed that of a normal father. Hiccup had chosen to put himself in harms ways once again for his tribe. Not this time as a result of his blind courage but as a conscious act of loyalty and bravery. Stoick had tried to change his mind but Hiccup had been determined to take the risk.

He sighed deeply as his anger finally died and he looked behind for a sign of the rest of the fleet. There wasn't any but then he hadn't expected there to be. The Falcon was by far the fastest vessel and sailed unburdened.

Returning the wounded back to Berk had made sense but it had taken some convincing by his council to get Stoick to agree to bring the whole tribe back. He had been adamant that apart from essential crew all the able bodied men should remain behind to protect Hiccup. His council however had wanted everyone to help gather more food for the winter as they would be taking the remainder of the winter stocks as the second offering. The argument had been heated and Stoick had let a fathers love rule his actions rather than his responsibility as Chief. He had seen reason in the end and as much as it pained him to leave his son unprotected he knew that without food the tribe would starve that winter. He didn't like it but it was the right thing to do and he knew that Hiccup would agree. He looked up at the sky deep in thought.

Stoick had never considered himself to be religious. Yes, he had always paid his dues and followed the rituals but he didn't feel as devout as some. Only twice before had he offered a genuine prayer to the Gods. The first had been on the day Hiccup's mother had died. She had died bravely in battle during a dragon raid. When he had learned of her death he had cradled his young son in his arms and prayed for the Valkyrie's to take her spirit to Valhalla and to give her a place of honour at the God's side.

He had prayed for the second time at Hiccups bedside following his battle with the Red death. Battered, his leg mangled and beyond saving Hiccup had never been aware of how close he had come to death. The amputation of the useless limb had been a simple enough operation but the infection that had set in afterwards had nearly killed him. For days Stoick had stayed by Hiccups bedside, trying to get his fever under control. He had prayed then for the gods to spare his son, to take him in his place if it was a life they demanded.

He now looked to the heavens and made his third prayer. He prayed that the gods would look after his son once again. That they would show mercy, take his bravery and courage as sacrifice enough, that they would not demand his young life as a price for an old man's failure.

When he finally opened his eyes there were tears streaming down his face and he turned the tiller to steer the Falcon into the heart of the storm.


	11. Friends and Allies

**Chapter 11 – Friends and Allies**

The peace of the morning was broken by the rhythmical pacing and sound of Astrid's axe as it hit home. The continuous sound was distracting and the crew grumbled openly as they tried to concentrate on their morning duties or rolled tighter in their blankets trying to sleep. The sound was extremely annoying but despite grumbling to each other none of the crew had the courage to approach her direct and ask her to stop. All the signs were that she was in a towering mood and if Astrid was unhappy with an axe in hand everyone knew to leave well alone.

Stoick unrolled himself from his own blankets and sighed as he realised that they were leaving it to him to sort out. He was still tired and exhausted after the events of the previous day. The storm had been fierce during the night and he had stayed at his post till early morning, keeping the Falcon on track for home. Initially he had refused to give up the helm to anyone but after nearly falling asleep on his feet he had reluctantly passed the responsibility to Gobber to catch a few hours sleep. He stretched as he stood and yawned then looked around. He muttered a curse when he saw that a thick fog had rolled in. They were already behind schedule after the onslaught of the storm. The fog would delay them even further and they could not afford to lose any more time, there was too much at stake.

Stoick looked over to where Astrid was pacing the deck and throwing her axe at a wooden target board which she had leaned up againust the mast. Normally her aim was true and she rarely missed but today her aim was terrible if the deep marks in the deck and mast were anything to go by. This was no doubt adding to her bad mood. Astrid got like this when her emotions got the better of her and he knew how she had to be feeling. He felt the same and would have loved to have been able throw things around and scream but he was the Chief and such a display would not be seemly however terrible and worried he felt.

"**Astrid enough for the love of Thor, people are trying to sleep,**" he roared as he approached making sure to stay out of her range.

Astrid froze in mid throw and looked across at him. Their eyes locked and there was that flicker of defiance once more before she huffed loudly and lowered her arm. Stoick had to be impressed with Hiccups patience. Astrid's moods were really something to behold.

"Want to talk about it lass?" he said sympathetically.

Her shoulders slumped and Stoick thought for a moment that she was going to cry but then he saw her struggle with her emotions and push the feeling aside.

"I feel terrible," she said simply.

He laid a hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

"I do to Astrid. It wasn't easy leaving him behind but we had to and nothing I said would change his mind. I tried I really did but he was determined."

Astrid gave a small smile at Hiccups stubbornness but then the smile faded when she remembered what it might cost him this time.

"I know Chief...it's just...I have a bad feeling about this trip back."

"How do you mean?" Stoick asked.

She looked out at the blanket or fog, natural this time rather than dragon made. She wasn't sure why she had such a bad feeling. It was just there sitting heavy in her chest. She sighed.

"I'm worried that we might have missed something. I mean they seem to have been ahead of us at every turn. What if Dagur and Alvin anticipated us going back to Berk?"

Stoick looked down at the deck deep in thought.

"You give those two too much credit Astrid. I agree that this has been one of their better plans and as much as it pains me to admit it we fell into their trap but we have to have faith Astrid. Hiccup knows what he's doing. He would have thought about that, he thinks of everything."

"I know Chief and that's what worries me the most. Alvin and Dagur based this whole plan around our reactions and Hiccups. What if they were counting on him taking the risk, on us leaving him behind?"

Stoick felt a heavy weight in his stomach. If that was indeed the case then he had left his son at the mercy of his greatest enemies as well as the laws of the temple. If his councils insistence to take everyone back to Berk cost Hiccup his life then Stoick would not be accountable for his actions. He clenched his fists and Astrid noticed him tense. She laid a calming gentle hand on his arm. Stoick started and looked at Astrid in surprise.

"He's not unprotected Chief," Astrid reassured him realising that voicing her own fears had brought his own to the front as well.

"How do you mean?" he asked calming down a little.

"I've asked Camicazi and Thuggory to watch out for him and to keep an eye on Alvin and Dagur."

Stoick sudden broke into a grin. Camicazi and Thuggory were loyal friends to Astrid and Hiccup and warriors to boot. If they were looking out for Hiccup then he was safe from Alvin and Dagur for now.

"Well done Astrid," he praised and felt a lot better knowing that Hiccup was protected. He looked across at her.

"You really do care about him don't you lass," he said.

She looked at him for a moment and then nodded.

"You know Astrid. You two remind me of how Hiccup's mother and I were. We loved each other very much and even though she's been gone for many years I still love her as much today as I did back then. When Hiccup finally gets around to asking for your hand I won't have any objections."

She looked at him again in surprise her eyes bright but then he saw them dull again and he realised exactly what she was thinking.

"Don't worry lass it won't be long. He's just waiting for the right moment," he said and squeezed her shoulder in what he hoped was a comforting, fatherly way. As Hiccup would attest to he wasn't very good at the feelings side of being a parent but he tried his best.

They stood there in awkward silence for moment before Stoick spoke, moving the topic onto more comfortable ground.

"By the way, would you like to fill me in on the plan," Stoick asked looking expectantly at Astrid.

"What?" she asked in surprise.

"I'm mean when we get back to Berk? I didn't get a chance to go through it with Hiccup so I'm assuming you know what we need to do."

Astrid looked awkward for a moment and Stoick frowned.

"There is a plan isn't there Astrid?"

Astrid shook her head. She had been so focused on the race to get back to Berk and that she hadn't put much thought to what they would actually do when they got there.

"Well not as such. Everything happened so fast we didn't get a chance to work out the details. We had only just realised we could use the dragons when you came back with the Elder. Hiccup might have had an idea but we didn't get a chance to go through it."

Stoick pushed his initial annoyance aside. There was still time to work out the details, now was as good a time as any. They were silent for a moment whilst they considered options.

"How about we use the Dragons to tow the Falcon?" Stoick said after a while.

Astrid thought about it for a moment then shook her head.

"It wouldn't work. They would have to fly back though the storm with a heavy boat in tow. They would tire really quickly and it might delay things even more," she responded.

"Oh Ok," Stoick said in disappointment before going back to thinking.

Deep in her own thoughts Astrid absently ran her hands across the hilt of Hiccups sword which was belted to her waist. She hadn't taken it off since he had given it to her. If ever she needed some Hiccup inspiration it was now. She continued to stroke the sword for a moment longer then smiled.

"How about if we load the offerings into a spare sail and have the dragons carry the load back to the temple? They will be able to fly above the clouds and away from the storm."

Stoick nodded his agreement smiling broadly.

"It might just work," he said clapping her heavily on the shoulder and Astrid's legs buckled slightly under the force and weight. How did Hiccup put up with it she thought?

"It's agreed then. Astrid you work out the finer details and let me know what we need to do when we reach Berk. We will need to be ready and move fast in order to get the dragons in the air quickly," Stoick said his mood considerable lighter. Then encouraged that they now had a plan of action he turned his attention back to the crew of the Falcon and started to move around the boat.

Astrid watched him go. It had been good to talk to someone about how she was feeling and felt more optimistic now. She walked across the deck to where Gobber was still stationed at the helm. In Hiccup's absence she needed his help and inventiveness to make this plan work.

* * *

><p>Hiccup groaned as he stirred under his warm fur reluctantly waking from the pleasant dream he had been having. It had been a wonderful sunny day and he and Astrid had been at Toothless's cove. He couldn't remember all the details but it felt like he had been trying to pluck up the courage to ask her something. He opened his eyes and for a moment thought the dream was real as warm sunlight hit his face. Unfortunately the moment passed quickly when he realised that the sun was streaming through the slats on the window shutters. The shutters that were bolted shut from the outside as was the door to his room. He sighed in disappointment as reality flooded back with a vengeance. He wasn't free, he was a prisoner and Astrid was miles away by now on her way back to Berk trying to save him from becoming the first human sacrifice in over a hundred years. He groaned again and buried himself further under the furs, trying to shut out the horrible reality. It was no use though facts were facts and reluctantly he threw the fur back and sat up.<p>

He instantly hissed in discomfort, reminded painfully that he had forgotten to take off his prosthetic the night before. He unclipped the device quickly and rubbed what remained of his leg to relive the pain. He sat there for awhile thinking. It was now the fourth day of the seven days allotted for the offering period. He had three days left before his fate was decided.

He sighed as he clipped his prosthetic back into place and stood. What was he going to do now? He couldn't exactly go for a walk and he doubted that he would be allowed much freedom. Besides the Elder had thought it best that he stay confined for his own protection as well as what was required by law so she must perceive a threat from Alvin and Dagur. Reluctantly Hiccup had to agree with her. He couldn't trust those two to leave him alone. After all they still didn't have what they wanted from him. He sat down in a chair and contemplated the prospect of spending the next few days on his own, locked away, with no one to talk to.

The silence was broken by a rather loud hungry growl from his stomach. He hadn't eaten since lunch the previous day and he really hoped that they would bring him something to eat soon. At that moment there was the sound of the bolt being drawn back and Hiccup tensed as the door was opened.

In stepped the same young man he had met on his first day on the Island, the one that had shown them to their rooms. Hiccup felt the tension drain from him as the young man smiled and Hiccup saw that he was carrying a large plate of fruit, cheese and bread. The young man set it down on a table and moved towards him before bowing.

"Breakfast Honoured Sacrifice," he said as he bowed and Hiccup blanched at the title he had just used.

"Please don't call me that. I feel bad enough as it is without everyone calling it to my face," he said horrified.

The young man looked aghast.

"I...I'm sorry. My studies told me that was how I should address you. I didn't mean to upset you," he said before looking back at the floor, ashamed he had caused distress.

Hiccup put a hand to his forehead and massaged his temple in a manner that was characteristic of his father.

"It's Ok, please just call me Hiccup," he said wearily.

The young man continued to look at the floor and then started to back away without a further word.

"Hey. There's no need to leave," Hiccup said quickly. Now that he had company he didn't want to be alone again so soon. The young man stopped and looked at him.

"What's your name?" Hiccup asked trying to break the awkward silence and make the young man feel at ease.

"Symon," he answered quietly.

"Do you have to go right away Symon or can you stay and talk with me for a bit?" Hiccup asked hopefully.

Symon gave a small smile and his eyes lit up at the prospect of talking to Hiccup.

"I can stay a little while," Symon said and sat down in the chair that Hiccup indicated.

Symon's eyes glanced at Hiccups metal leg.

"Is that where ...the dragon bit off your leg?" he asked nervously with a small hint of excitement in his voice.

Hiccup looked down at his prosthetic a little shocked at the question.

"What...no, it wasn't bitten off it was amputated by our village healer," he responded.

In fact he wasn't sure how his leg had become so mangled to require amputating. There were several theories of course. It could have become tangled in Toothless's harness, or the gigantic dragon had caught him as he and Toothless had fallen to the ground. It was even possible that it had happened when they had crashed. However, secretly Hiccup thought that it might have been caused by Toothless himself. Not intentionally of course but he suspected that Toothless had caught his leg in his mouth before drawing him to his chest and the protection of his fire proof wings before they crashed. The damage had probably been caused by Toothless's razor sharp teeth. Hiccup didn't really care if this was the case or not because whatever Toothless had done had saved his life. Symon looked a little disappointed at Hiccups response.

"But you did fight the 'Red Death' didn't you?" He asked a hint of disappointment in his voice.

Hiccup nodded.

"Yes, but it wasn't just me. My friends and tribe were there as well."

"I heard that you used dragons to fight," Symon said suddenly and Hiccup coughed in surprise.

"D..dragons. Where did you hear that," he spluttered uncomfortably.

"The Elder told me."

Hiccup looked shocked at this. This was confirmation that the Elder knew more about Berks involvement with dragons than she let on. He had suspected as much but it worried him that she was speaking so freely about it.

"How do you know that?" He asked.

Symon shrugged and smiled.

"I'm her apprentice."

"What exactly does that mean?" Hiccup asked intrigued.

"She teaches me the ways and laws of the temple and about the islands and people of the Archipelago. I learn the ways of the Gods from her so that I can take her place in the temple when she passes to Valhalla. She has told me about the Hooligans and the dragons but I am sworn not to mention it to anyone other than those from Berk."

Hiccup breathed a sigh of relief.

"That's good. It's not something that we want to advertise too much," Hiccup said although he realised that when Astrid and the other dragon riders arrived there would be no hiding it anymore. Everyone would know their secret.

Symon coughed to get Hiccups attention and Hiccup looked at him expectantly.

"The Elder asked me to tell you that she has allowed you to have visitors if you want."

Hiccup smiled broadly at this. It looked like he wouldn't have to spend his confinement alone. His heart sank though at Symons next words.

"There are two from another tribe that have asked to see you," he said.

"Who?" He asked in concern. Was it Alvin and Dagur?

"The girl and the boy you were talking to on the night you arrived. I said I would ask you if you wanted to see them when the opportunity arose," Symon continued.

Hiccup sat up eagerly.

"Yes I do," he said feeling relived.

"I'll go tell them," Symon said as he stood and moved to knock on the door.

"Feel free to come by anytime Symon. I've enjoyed talking to you," Hiccup said feeling a little happier at his predicament knowing that he could see his friends.

Symon smiled and nodded before leaving the room. With his spirits raised Hiccup moved towards the table and started hungrily on breakfast. About half an hour later, his hunger fully sated, he moved back to the seat by the window. Although they were closed he could still see out between the slats and watched as the temple staff and the other tribes went about their daily business. He hated being trapped but even though he might not be able to get out and about himself he was sure that Camicazi and Thuggory would be up for seeking around a bit and being his eyes and ears. He would be dammed if he let Alvin and Dagur get away with anything else.

It was mid morning before the door opened again. Hiccup had been sketching in his notebook trying to keep his mind away from dark thoughts and he looked up as the door opened. He stood with a wide smile as Camicazi and Thuggory came into the room. He had very little time to brace himself before Camicazi ran at him and threw her arms around his neck. There were tears streaming down her face as she hugged him.

"Oh Hiccup we've been so worried. When they took you away I didn't know what was going to happen to you," she sobbed.

Hiccup hugged his friend.

"I'm all right Cami," he said trying to comfort her, taken aback by her show of emotion but touched none the less.

Thuggory came forward and gently unwrapped Camicazi from Hiccup's neck. His face was grim.

"She's right Hiccup we didn't know what was going to happen. Your father fought like a dragon to get Alvin and Dagur to revoke their demand, mine and Cami's parents as well but the deranged maniacs wouldn't relent. The council really had no choice left to them but to agree to the terms of the law," he said sorrowfully.

"It's all right Thug I know," Hiccup said grateful for the support they had given him. Camicazi wiped at her face with her sleeve.

"I can't believe they will go through with it, I just can't. Mum used to tell me stories when I was young to scare me when I had been bad. She'd say that if I wasn't a good girl she would give me to the Gods but I just thought that they would smite me with lightning or something. She didn't tell me it meant getting your heart ripped out or something just as bad. It must be horrible to think that you're going to die in such a horrible way. I..."

"**Cami enough**," Thuggory said firmly and Camicazi abruptly ceased her fast flow of words and caught the sickened look on Hiccups face.

He put her hand over her mouth, realising that she had let her thoughts get away from her as normal.

"Oh gods Hiccup I'm sorry...I...I didn't mean to upset you I..." but stopped when she realised she was just making things worse. Ashamed and horrified at what she had said she stepped away.

Hiccup slumped back into his chair his once good mood now evaporated. Thuggory sat down next to him.

"Sorry Hiccup, you know how she gets when she's over excited or emotional. She didn't mean to upset you," he said apologetically laying a comforting hand on his friends shoulder.

Hiccup just nodded and turned to look out between the slats of the shutter once again, trying to get rid of the image Camicazi had inadvertently forced into his mind.

"So how are we going to sort out Dagur and Alvin?" Thuggory said after a while, desperate to move the subject away from sacrifices.

Hiccup looked back at him grateful for the change of subject.

"I'm not sure yet but I have a favour to ask," Hiccup said.

"Anything, you know you can count on us besides we have a promise to keep to Astrid," Thuggory responded and Hiccup looked at him is surprise. Thuggory smiled at Hiccups surprise.

"What! You didn't think Astrid was going to just leave and not make provision for your safety did you? Before she left she came to us and asked us to promise to do everything possible to keep you safe."

Hiccup shook his head in disbelief.

"She shouldn't have done that. If you interfere your tribes will be at risk as well as mine."

Thuggory gave him a determined and serious look.

"Doesn't matter if she asked or not Hiccup we wouldn't let anything happy to you and that's a fact. Were friends and friends look out for each other."

Hiccup just stared at the pair.

"You would really do that for me?" he said is shock.

"Of course we would. Thug's right, friends stick together," Camicazi confirmed as she came back towards them.

"I'm sorry Hiccup, I wasn't thinking. I didn't mean to upset you. I'm just so angry and worried for you and I say things that I don't mean sometimes," she said in remorse and her shoulders slumped.

Hiccup stood and wrapped his arm around her.

"It's Ok Cami I know you didn't mean it," he said before pulling back and giving her a smile.

Then he looked at both of them.

"I'm really gratefully to you both."

Thuggory stood and placed his hand on Hiccups shoulder in a brotherly fashion.

"Don't mention it."

He then rubbed his hands together.

"Now, how are we going to sort those two deranged Vikings out? If you need something stolen or done sneaky them Cami's the one for the job but if you want me to knock some sense into then I'm more than happy to oblige," he said eagerly getting down to business.

Hiccup started to move around the room, thinking fast.

"I need to find out if they have anything else planned. They want me to train their dragons, I get that and they must have thought they would have me by now. At first I thought that getting me in this situation was the extent of their plan but I have a horrible feeling that they are still several steps ahead of us. Alvin is rash and Dagur is just nuts but together they do seem to be quite the team. In theory when my father gets back they won't have any leverage over me anymore but they don't seem to be concerned and it worries me."

Thuggory stood up.

"Leave it to us Hiccup we'll find out if they have anything else up their sleeve, Cami's the best thief and spy this side of the Archipelago. If they have something else to hide then she will find out what."

With that Thuggory gave Hiccup another brotherly shoulder squeeze and then with Cami they took their leave and moved towards the door. Thuggory knocked as Camicazi turned back to Hiccup.

"Don't worry Hiccup we will get you out of this and that's a promise," Camicazi said as they exited the room.


	12. Always a Step Ahead

**Chapter 12 - ****Always a step ahead**

Hiccup was woken from his light doze by the sound of voices outside his door. He rubbed at his eyes sleepily as he sat up. It was now the afternoon of the fifth day of the offering period and the second of his confinement. Since the previous morning he had been receiving a steady stream of visitors and although part of him was glad of the company he was exhausted. There had been little respite in which to rest and gather his thoughts but it seemed selfish to complain. Everyone was well meaning and after all he had been the one to ask Symon to stop by when he could. Camicazi and Thuggory were trying to help him out of friendship and the Elder was a visitor he could hardly refuse. It was just that the constant visits had taken more out of him the he would have realised possible and in a small moment of peace he had made the most of the opportunity to rest, falling asleep. However, it seemed that moment was now past and he was once again about to receive visitors.

Symon, who brought him his meals, seemed enthralled by his adventures and dragon training. Not a meal went by when he hadn't asked Hiccup about one of the stories the Elder had told him. How Hiccup had found the treasure of Hamish the II, how he had dared go to Breakneck Bog. Whilst it had been good to talk Hiccup found the admiration uncomfortable and had to keep reminding Symon that he hadn't done these things alone. It seemed that the Elder had made him out to be some kind of Hero.

The Elder as promised had been to see him as well but her questions leaned towards his relationship with Alvin and Dagur. She wanted to know everything about his encounters with them. He had told her how Alvin had been hunting him ever since he had learned to train dragons and how Dagur had tormented him since they were small children. He had even told her what he knew of their plan to trap him and get the Hooligans thrown out of the alliance. Much of it she already knew or had guessed but it was clear that this confirmation of their evil antics concerned her. However Hiccup couldn't see what she would be able to do about any of it. Both Chiefs had met all the requirements of the temple and despite the terrible act of making Hiccup the Hooligans nominated sacrifice they had still acted within the law. Unless some proof could be presented to the council of their treachery there was no way they could be cast out. He wished he could tell her more but as yet Camicazi and Thuggory had been unable to discover anything further.

Hiccup stood and stretched. If his calculations were correct his father should be arriving on Berk at some point that afternoon. Hopefully by this time the following day he would be able to enjoy the freedom of the complex again and put this whole horrible experience behind him, maybe even start to enjoy the festivities and forget about Alvin and Dagur.

The door to the room opened and he looked around expecting to see Symon, the Elder or even his friends but it was none of these. To his shock he came face to face with Alvin and Dagur who stood there with grins plastered across their faces that made Hiccup feel sick and afraid. He took a step back in alarm.

"H...How did you get in here?" he asked in shock.

Dagur and Alvin looked at each other and smiled.

"Aw..I'ccup I thought you would be glad to see us," Alvin drawled.

"After all Hiccup we are your ticket out of here," Dagur added moving forward.

Hiccup stepped back further but was stopped when the back of his legs met the edge of the table. How had they got past the guards? Surely the Elder had told them not to let these two in.

Keeping a wary eye on the pair he started to edge his way along the table to try and free himself from his trapped position and create some distance between them. As far as he could see neither of them had any visible weapons. They would have had to leave them at the door but that didn't mean they didn't have any concealed about them and both were more than capable of attacking him with their bare hands. Hiccup lacked the hand to hand skills and wouldn't have the strength to fight back directly but he might have the chance to cry out and alert the guards to his plight. He opened his mouth to do just that when Dagur was suddenly upon him, clamping one hand across Hiccups mouth to silence him. He then wrapped his other arm around him to pin Hiccups arms to his side and pull him back against his chest. Hiccup struggled but he knew it was no use. Dagur was older and stronger than him.

"Now, now Hiccup that isn't going to help any of us, don't you want to know why we're here?" Dagur said in his ear.

Hiccup continued to thrash, trying to break free from Dagur's grasp but Alvin's next words made him freeze.

"Don't you want to know why yur Daddy isn't coming back for you I'ccup?" he said softly looking at Hiccup with a look of hateful amusement.

Hiccups eyes widened in alarm at this. What did Alvin mean?

"If you're a good little dragon boy I'll let you go and we'll tell you," Dagur said mockingly.

Against his better judgement Hiccup relaxed in Dagur's arms. What choice did he have? He had to find out what Alvin had meant? Feeling Hiccup relax Dagur loosened his grasp and seeing that Hiccup would offer no further resistance he let him go and slowly moved his hand away from Hiccups mouth.

Hiccup felt vulnerable, trapped with these two in the same room as him, no weapons at his disposal but his need to understand over rode his fear. He clenched his fists and glared at the pair in turn.

"Explain, what did you mean by 'not coming back'? What have you done?" He demanded, feeling more angry now than afraid.

"That's better Hiccup," Dagur said now leaning against the table in a relaxed manner and crossing his arms across his chest.

"What did you mean by not coming back?" Hiccup repeated through clenched teeth.

"Not coming back, as in left you to die, as in bye bye Hiccup," Dagur crowed in his annoyingly high voice.

Alvin chuckled and the sound filled Hiccup with dread.

"You must have realised I'ccup that we would anticipate Stoick running back to Berk. You forget we know about yur dragons, unlike the rest of these pathetic excuses for Vikings that roam this temple," Alvin said with mirth.

"What have you done?" Hiccups asked, unable to keep the anxiety from his voice.

"Let's just say your father will receive a warm welcome home, we've left him a little 'present' when he reaches Berk," Dagur laughed.

"The fact is your father can't help you now I'ccup, yur fate is in our hands. Do you know what awaits you on the seventh day? Do you know how they plan to sacrifice you?" Alvin said drawing closer.

Hiccup said nothing, feeling trapped as Alvin approached and his anxiety grew. Alvin saw that his suspicions were correct. Hiccup knew nothing of what awaited him. His distress amused him and he smiled evilly.

"It's a shame they got rid of the old alters. I would have loved to have seen you bent back over one, struggling. Seeing the fear in yur eyes as they brought the knife down to cut out yur heart but it seems they have another fate lined up for you I'ccup."

Hiccup gripped the table behind him for support as Alvin taunted him, drawing even closer.

"Oh they have something much more interesting. Have you never wondered how offerings are sent to the Gods these days?" Alvin continued enjoying Hiccups obvious unease.

Hiccup was focused so intently on Alvin that he jumped when Dagur leaned close to his ear and whispered the next words that chilled his soul.

"They burn them."

Hiccups eyes widened in fear, his mind reeling.

"Not that it will take long for you to join your mother in Valhalla, you being such a scrawny runt an all," Alvin taunted. So close now that Hiccup could feel his breath on his face.

Hiccup suddenly pushed past them. Swerving around Alvin and dodging away from Dagur's outstretched hand as he made to grab him. Free now Hiccup began to back up towards the far wall, trying to put some distance between them. It couldn't be true. They were just taunting him, trying to scare him in order to get him to agree to join them. His father was going to get back in time. He wasn't going to die like that. It was all a lie.

"There no point denying it Hiccup," Dagur said as he stalked closer to him.

"Your fate has been in our hands since you set foot on this Island. You're life ours to do with as we please. You don't have anywhere else to run now Hiccup. You will join us, and willingly to save your own life."

Dagur looked at Alvin and then turned back to Hiccup.

"You have just two days left Hiccup, what's your answer?"

Hiccup clenched his fists and glared at the pair but before he could give his answer the door crashed open and Symon and a temple guard flew through it looking angry and concerned. Hiccup noticed that it was not one of his normal guards.

"**OUT**," Symon shouted angrily, his whole body shaking in fury as he pointed to the door.

Dagur and Alvin just nodded at Hiccup and started to step out of the room.

"Don't take too long to think it over Hiccup, you only have two days," Dagur said as they left.

* * *

><p>Symon's apologies were many once the two Chiefs had left. It seemed that the temporary guard put on his door was only aware that Hiccup was allowed visitors and not that he was meant to bar access to anyone.<p>

Hiccup accepted the apology absently but his mind was elsewhere. Try as he might he could not just brush Alvin and Dagur's threats and words aside. He was shaken by the encounter and as much as he wished it otherwise he was afraid that their words had been more than just an attempt to taunt and upset him. There might be some truth to what they had said but how much of it was true he didn't know. He needed to find out.

Symon was still muttering apologies when Hiccup held up his hand. Symon immediately fell silent.

"Symon, I need to ask you something," Hiccup said quietly, his voice shaking slightly.

"Of course Hiccup anything," Symon said eagerly, hoping to make amends for the terrible mistake.

"You might not like what I'm about to ask," Hiccup said still quietly as he moved towards his bed.

He took a deep breath to steady his nerves.

"If my father does not come back by the seventh day...how will I be...you know..sacrificed?" Hiccup looked at the young apprentice willing his answer to be different from the one he feared.

Symons face paled.

"Hiccup...I..."

Hiccup collapsed onto his bed and put his head in his hands.

"Tell me," he said simply before looking once more at the apprentice.

The young man's eyes showed a deep sadness and he started to tremble.

"Th...they normally use fire to s...send the offerings to the gods," he said quietly.

Hiccup's heart lurched in fear. It was true, it was all true.

"So...they will... burn me," he said surprised at how calm his voice sounded when he was in so much turmoil inside.

Symon hung his head.

"I don't know...it..it's possible," he said finally.

Hiccup dropped his hands to his knees and hung his head. If this was true then it was also possible that Alvin and Dagur had been telling the truth and found a way to delay his father. What had been done to Berk? Was Astrid ok? A small part of his mind that was fighting to stay rational found it ironic that even though he had just learned terrible news he was still thinking of and concerned for others.

"Hiccup, are you OK?" Symon asked tentatively.

Hiccup said nothing. Feeling it was time to leave Symon made for the door.

"I'll let the Elder know what has happened. I promise that they will not be allowed to get in here again," he said before leaving Hiccup to his dark thoughts and fears.

* * *

><p>Many hours had passed since his confrontation with Alvin and Dagur and it was now dark outside. Hiccup hadn't notice, nor did he care. He was in turmoil again, his chest felt tight and he tried to fight the waves of fear and anguish that washed over him as his emotions took hold. It was a battle he was losing fast.<p>

He had tried to push the fear aside, to be brave, to show his friends, tribe and family that he was optimistic and confident that everything would turn out right in the end but here he was, back at square one. This was how he had felt two days ago when Dagur had pointed at him and demanded that his father sacrifice his life for the good of the tribe. This was how he had felt when he had seen the look of grief on his father's face when he had learned that an appeal had been unsuccessful. Right from that moment his fate had been sealed however hard he had tried to convince himself otherwise.

He longed for someone to wrap their arms around him, tell him it would be Ok and for the first time in many years he found himself thinking of his mother. He had few memories of her but he knew she had always been there for him. He wished he could once more feel her gentle embrace. Hear her soft comforting words.

'Help me mom, please help me,' he pleaded silently wishing in his heart for her to hear his pleas of anguish and help him in some way even though he knew it was hopeless.

He curled up on the bed and began to sob in despair, the battle finally lost. His chances of rescue were now slim and he could deny it no longer, he was alone and terrified of what awaited him. Many hours later when he had cried his fill, Hiccup fell into a fitful slumber exhausted and drained not knowing what the next few days would bring.

* * *

><p>Many miles away, out at sea Astrid lurched to a sitting position, her hand flying to her chest. She had been woken by a sharp stabbing pain and she clenched her fist over her heart. Something was wrong, terribly wrong.<p>

Staggering to her feet she looked around the deck of the Falcon, trying to identify the source of her concern but all was calm. It was well past midnight now and approaching the dawn of their third day at sea, the sixth day of the offering period. The storm and fog had delayed them badly and they were nearly a full day behind schedule. There was still time to reach Berk and return to the temple before the end of the seventh day but it was cutting it closer than they would have liked.

She looked around and took in the familiar landmarks of the sea stacks they used to train and race around on their dragons. They were nearly home. However this knowledge did not alleviate the deep feeling of anguish and pain she had felt in her soul. She didn't know how but she was sure that it was because of Hiccup. He was in pain, emotional or physical? She didn't know which, she just knew at that moment she had felt his turmoil in her heart as though it were her own.

Suddenly there was a sharp cry of alarm from the lookout and the crew began to rush towards the rail, she ran to join them. As the Falcon came round the northern headland the sky took on a deep orange glow and the air became thick with smoke and the smell of burning. Astrid found that she was holding her breath in fear as they neared the village. There were cries of anguish and outrage from those around her and she let out an anguished moan of her own at what she saw. The village showed the evident signs of recent attack and some of its buildings were still burning. How long ago the attack had taken place she couldn't say but the devastation was evident. Alvin and Dagur had been a step ahead of them once again and had made their final move.


	13. Acceptance

**Chapter 13 - Acceptance**

Hiccup leaned on the window sill with his head on his arms looked through the slats of the window at the mountain whose shadow loomed over the temple complex. There was a faint tinge of red to the sky now, indicating the imminent arrival of the sun and the morning of the sixth day of the offering period. He had woken early but he could hardly call what he had been through the night before as rest. It had been an unpleasant night caused by the trauma of the previous day. Several times he had woken from a fitful sleep with tears on his face, a shortness of breath or an overwhelming feeling of panic and fear washing over him but as the night had drawn on it had lessened. To be replaced with a grim sense of determination and acceptance. There was nothing further he could do now and he had to accept that this would end one way or the other. This acceptance had brought some relief from his turmoil, leaving him calmer but feeling hollow and alone.

He watched as the red light grew more intense and then broke over the mountain in a fiery wave. It really was a breath taking sight and at any other time he would have appreciated it for its beauty, but he couldn't. It was possibly one of the last sunrises he would ever see. He sighed sadly and buried his head in his arms as he lay across the sill. He needed sleep but he was scared to waste the precious few hours of life he had left. No tears came now, he had accepted the terrible fate that awaited him and with grim realisation he knew that he would not back out now. There was too much at stake to feel pitiful of his own meagre existence. As heir to the tribe he belonged to them and if his life was a gift that he was able to give, then he would give it willingly.

He still had to have faith and hope in his father and Astrid but it was a hope that was fading fast. Whatever Alvin and Dagur had done to delay them had to have been successful as they had not arrived the previous day as had been expected. He now scanned the sky at every opportunity desperate for a sign of dragon or rider, a sign that he had not been forgotten.

He turned to look at the bright orb of the sun that had risen over the mountain and he wondered if his mother was out there looking down on him. Maybe he would be with her tomorrow.

* * *

><p>The Elder had spent the long hours of the night buried in the ancient scrolls and books of law. What she had found, or more to the point not found, worried her. She had hoped to find something of use in the ancient scrolls something that would prevent the ritual taking place and save the boy but there had been nothing.<p>

One small glimmer of hope had come when she had found reference to how to revoke or change a law but it had been dashed when she discovered it required the full support of the council. Even if she made the proposal it would be hopeless. With the Berserker and Hysteric Chief still elected as council member's she knew that they would oppose and the vote had to be unanimous.

She sat forward and placed her fingers together deep in thought. If they could be removed from the council in some way it would be possible but without evidence she could not act. The boy had confirmed her suspicions but could not offer any solid evidence as proof. She believed him of course but theories and verbal evidence would not be sufficient to cast them out.

She closed her eyes feeling despair rising in her once again. Never in all her years of service had her faith been tested to this extent. She still looked desperately for a sign from Thor but she was coming to the harsh conclusion that she was looking for objection from the gods when there was none. She had to face the reality that this may truly be their will and if so she could not interfere. It was her duty as a servant of the gods to carry out their will however reluctant and unhappy she may be about it.

She sighed. Whether she liked it or not there was nothing more she could do. The boy's fate now lay solely in the hands of his father. She looked sadly into the depths of the fire, her thoughts on what she may be required to do the following day.

She looked up at the sound of a polite knock on the door.

"Come in," she said wearily.

Symon entered the room carrying a tray of food.

"Morning reverend Elder," he greeted with a bow before coming forward and placing the tray before her and starting to poor a cup of water.

"How is he this morning?" she asked the apprentice, trying to keep the strain from her voice.

Symon looked up at her and his eyes reflected her own sadness.

"Quiet, I think he is losing hope," he said, a slight quaver to his voice.

She nodded.

"It is to be expected," she said simply and then looked back at the flames.

"Is there no hope reverend Elder?" Symon asked looking hopefully at the books and scrolls strewn across the desk and floor.

She shook her head.

"I have searched long and hard but the law is clear about what must be done. Without physical proof I cannot expel the evil and revoke the law. His father's return is Hiccups only chance now and I fear even that is now slim. Stoick would not abandon the boy so I fear something has happened to prevent their return as planned."

She turned to look at her apprentice.

"My heart is heavy at what we must do but we cannot avoid it any longer. We must be prepared for the worst and make preparations for the ritual tomorrow."

She made to stand.

"I must tell him what awaits him," she said, resolved to fulfil her terrible duty.

Symon placed the jug on the table and moved to help her.

"There is no need, he already knows," he said.

She looked at him and then sank heavily back into her chair.

"How did he find out?" She asked.

Symon hung his head.

"It was my fault reverend Elder. I neglected to tell the new guard that the Berserker and Hysteric Chief were not allowed access to him. They were able to spend some time with him yesterday before I realised what had happened and I think they told him. He..he asked me to confirm it," he said his voice shaking.

She sank deeper into her chair and placed her head in her hands.

"That was not how I would have wanted him to find out," she said with remorse and anger.

"He must be very frightened," she said to herself as she looked down at her hands.

She paused for a long moment deep in her own thoughts and Symon stood dutifully at her side, when she finally spoke it with calm resolve.

"Symon have you heard of the draught of peace?"

He nodded his head eagerly.

"Yes, I have read about it. We use to help the sick."

"That is indeed how we use it nowadays but do you know of its purpose in ancient times?" She asked.

Again he nodded, but answered with more reluctance this time.

"It was given to those that were destined to...die...to calm them and bring them to...to the alter without pain," he said his voice catching as he understood her meaning.

The Elder stood and moved slowly towards a bookcase on the opposite side of the room. She reached up and pulled down a small scroll. She looked at the scroll for a moment.

"Never did I imagine that when I was taught this as an apprentice I would need to use it in this way," she said quietly holding the scroll gently.

She handed the scroll to Symon.

"On this scroll you will find the ingredients. Gather them and bring them back to me."

He nodded and as he closed the door behind him he saw her sink once more into the chair by the fire and noticed how old and sad she looked. He looked at the scroll in his hands and realised what he was about to do really did confirm that Hiccup was going to die. He had hoped that the Elder would be able to find some way to prevent it from happening. That she could save him but it was hopeless. Life at the temple would never be the same after this.

* * *

><p>Hiccup had never paid much attention to time before but now he found it was running away from him like sand. He couldn't understand how he had dismissed how precious it was. There was no denying it, Hiccups morning was passing faster then he would have liked.<p>

Symon had brought him his breakfast as normal but neither had spoken and Symon had left almost as quickly as he had arrived. Hiccup wasn't sure if it was his quite nature or the need to avoid any more distressing questions that had made him depart so quickly but Hiccup was grateful. He just wanted to be alone with his thoughts today.

The door opened again but Hiccup did not look around to see who had entered. Hopefully they would just do what they needed to do and leave.

"Hiccup?"

The familiar female voice that spoke did make him look around though. Camicazi and Thuggory looked back at him and the looks on their faces told him all he needed to know. They had at last discovered the remainder of Dagur and Alvin's plan.

Camicazi moved towards him and knelt down beside the chair, taking hold of his hand, her eyes searching his face. Hiccup realised he must look terrible after several sleepless nights and fraught days.

"Hiccup...we have...news...," she said in a frightened voice.

He squeezed her hand.

"I already know Cami," he said gently.

Tears came to her eyes and she looked at Thuggory.

"How did you find out?" He asked.

Hiccup turned to look back out of the window, his eyes automatically sweeping the sky as they had done since the sun had risen.

"Dagur and Alvin paid me a visit yesterday. They told me they had delayed my father."

Camicazi squeezed his hand again.

"It's worse than that Hiccup," she said quietly unable to find the strength to tell him and she looked at Thuggory for support.

"Hiccup, they attacked Berk. We overheard them crowing about it this morning. It sounds like they launched a simultaneous attack. Alvin's dragon riders attacked the Blue Whale whilst Dagur's armada attacked Berk," Thuggory said unsure of what Hiccups reaction would be.

Hiccup squeezed his eyes shut at hearing this. He had feared as much. He felt his breath catch in his throat as the emotion rose again and tried with great effort to push it down.

"Then it's over. I will die tomorrow," he said in a quiet hopeless voice.

"Hiccup..." Camicazi started to say in anguish but she was cut off by Hiccup and his next words brought tears to her eyes.

"There was so much I wanted to do, so much I wanted to see, to say to people...to Astrid. I never got the chance..."

He squeezed Camicazi's hand tighter.

"Cami will you do something for me? Will you tell Astrid that I love her and not to blame herself. This was my choice. I always knew how it might end," he paused, trying and failing to keep the sob that rose to his throat contained.

"Gods...I'm only seventeen...I never even made it to my eighteenth birthday...," he said and his voice finally broke.

Camicazi looked at Thuggory in alarm as their friend referred to himself in the past tense. He had given up.

She took hold of his shoulders and turned him to look at her.

"Hiccup you can't give up and you can tell Astrid yourself. Nothing is going to happen to you. We promised remember."

Hiccup looked at her blankly and Thuggory placed a hand on Hiccup shoulder.

"Look Hiccup we've talked about this at length and Cami and I have come up with a plan to get you out of here," Thuggory said.

At this Hiccup came back to himself and looked at them in concern.

"You can't. If you interfere you will get yourselves and your tribes into the same mess. I can't let you do that."

Thuggory shook his head.

"We told you before Hiccup we don't care. If it comes to it Cami and I will act independently, cut all links with our tribes so they won't face any penalty. We're not going to let them kill you. You didn't ask for any of this, it's too high a price to pay."

Hiccup just looked at them in shock. They really were prepared to risk everything. Give up their positions, their tribes and their futures just for him.

"I won't let you," he said coming to feet.

"You don't have a say Hiccup. We have made up our minds. You will be leaving with us willingly or not," Camicazi said as she stood and moved to Thuggory's side. They both set Hiccup with determined looks.

"The best time to grab you will be tomorrow when they come to take you away. We have a small boat moored in a cave on the far side of the island. This whole Island is covered in tunnels and caves so we can stay hidden till dark and then set off for Berk," Thuggory said and his tone suggested that any further argument was pointless.

Hiccup opened his mouth to protest again but shut it quickly. There would be no point, they had made up their minds.

"Thank you," he said simply.

* * *

><p>When they had left Hiccup's smile of gratitude slipped from his face as he confronted what they had just told him. He was more grateful then he could ever express for their friendship and loyalty but the fact that they were planning on giving up everything for him filled him with horror. They were prepared to give up their futures together, their tribes, families, friends and it seemed lives if need be to save him. He could not express how that made him feel. It was warming to know that people cared so much for him but it was a sacrifice he could not let them make. If it came to pass that his father did not return before the ritual took place he had to make sure that Camicazi and Thuggory were out of the picture and could not interfere with what would happen.<p>

* * *

><p>By mid afternoon Hiccup had come up with a plan but to make it work he needed help. He move to the door and knocked, stepping back as the guard came in.<p>

"Can you ask Symon to come see me," he asked.

The guard nodded and then closed and locked the door again. About an hour later it opened and Symon came into the room. He seemed wary.

"You asked to see me Hiccup," Symon said timidly.

Hiccup nodded.

"I have a favour to ask...and a secret I need you to keep," he said trying to smile.

Symon stepped closer.

"Of course, anything," he said.

"Two of my friends, Camicazi of the Bogburglar's and Thuggory of the Meatheads, have got it into their heads to try and rescue me tomorrow. They mean well but I can't let them risk themselves for me. I need your help to keep them safely away whilst the ritual takes place."

Symon swallowed nervously. It wasn't the request for help that unnerved him it was the way Hiccup sounded unnaturally calm as he talked about his imminent death. He was also surprised. Despite what Hiccup had to be going through he was only concerned about the safety of others. Hiccup may protest it but Symon had seen enough to realise that Hiccup was every bit the Hero the Elder had made him out to be and Symon was in awe of him.

"I'll help," he said.

Hiccup smiled in relief. He had been concerned that the apprentice would report Camicazi's and Thuggory's plan to the Elder.

"When will they come for me?" Hiccup asked trying to stay calm. He had to be strong now.

Symon's eyes flicked with concern again and then sighed in resignation.

"The ritual takes place during the middle of the afternoon of the seventh day, several hours before sunset to allow the offerings to reach and appease the gods in good time for the end of the festival."

Hiccup nodded and took a deep breath. He had to keep it together.

"I need your help to stop them from getting to me and interfering in the ritual. Will you help me?"

Symon nodded.

"Just tell me what you need me to do."

* * *

><p>The hours were ticking away just as fast on Berk and Astrid paced back and forth in front of the steps to the Great Hall. What was taking so long? The bark from Toothless made her look over her shoulder and she saw him glancing at the sky and pawing at the ground in frustration.<p>

"I know boy, I Know," she said her own frustration coming through as she glanced back at the closed doors of the Great Hall. It seemed like they had been in there for hours, and hours was something that Hiccup didn't have. Time was running out.

She made herself stand still and take deep breaths. If they did not come out in the next five minutes she was going to leave, with or without the council's permission.

She thought back to the moment they had landed on Berk. They had docked in the early hours of that morning to be greeted by a rather bedraggled Mulch and Bucket who had confirmed what they had suspected. Berk had been attacked three days ago by the Berserker fleet, an attack that had taken place around the same time as the Whale had been sunk. Dagur and Alvin had left nothing to chance.

The news had been grim to receive but thankfully there had been no deaths to report, only injuries. However, that small moment of relief had faded when the damage to the village had been summarised. The academy was intact but the Great Hall and many of the houses had sustained extensive damage but worst of all was the loss of the storage barns. For a village on the verge of the winter freeze the loss of the winter stocks was terrible indeed but it was worse for Berk. By losing the remainder of the food they had lost the last chance to return to the temple with replacement offerings and save both Hiccup and the tribe. Stoick had immediately called a council meeting and commanded her to round up the other dragon riders.

She had followed orders and done as in instructed but before she had gone to the academy she had made for Hiccups workshop at the rear of the forge. Toothless's flying gear was designed for Hiccups prosthetic. If she was to fly him she had to find a pedal suitable for her to use. After some rummaging she had found what she was looking for, the original pedal Hiccup had used before his accident. With this in hand she had made for the academy certain that Fishlegs would be able to help her fit it.

She had expected it be business as usual at the academy. The Twins mucking around, Fishlegs with his head in a book, Snotlout sleeping in a corner letting everyone else do the work but what she had found surprised her. Instead the atmosphere had been serious and they were all working together as a team, carrying out repairs. A brief conversation with Fishlegs told her why. The fighting had been intense and they had played their part but without Hiccups leadership they had floundered and their lack of team work had hampered the defence of the village. The failure to protect the village had left them feeling dejected and defeated. They all felt ashamed at their inability to work together without Hiccup. Astrid knew that Hiccup would be proud to know that after all these years of his constant badgering they had finally learnt the lesson he had been trying to teach them. Teamwork was important. It had taken their failure in his absence to realise it.

They had been glad to see her and eager to see Hiccup but she had told them of what had happened on the Island of Thor and broken the news of Hiccups plight. They took the news hard and their out of character reactions only added to Astrid's surprise. Fishlegs reaction was as to be expected but there were no jokes or fighting from the twins and Snotlout's reaction had been the strangest of all. He had leapt on the back of Hookfang and announced that he would bring Hiccup back or die trying. For all Hiccups' words a few days ago, words that she knew in her heart he had not truly meant but had used to coerce her into doing what he wanted, there was evidence here that they really did care about him. She knew he would be touched when he found out.

Toothless's reaction had been the worst of all though. When he had seen Astrid he had come bounding up to her looking around expectantly for Hiccup. Giving her a wide questioning look that had asked her where he was. She had told him that Hiccup was in danger, that she needed his help to rescue him. She knew instantly that Toothless had understood. He had reared up to the sky, trying to take off but after only gaining a few feet in height he had come crashing down. It had not deterred him though and before she had been able to clam him down he had tried over and over again, desperate to take to the sky. Without a rider though it was hopeless and his desperate cries of frustration and concern had been heart wrenching.

That had been several hours ago and she looked back now at the other riders behind her before turning back to the Great Hall. The council's deliberations were taking too long and with each moment that passed their chances of rescuing Hiccup grew slimmer. Astrid knew that if it was down to Stoick alone then they would have been in the air within moments of returning but the destruction of the remaining stocks had taken that decision out of his hands. The fate of the tribe was at stake now, their plan in tatters and the next move had to be decided by the council. Would they allow them to go back to the island without offerings and accept the tribes out casting and possible war or would they solemnly accept Hiccups sacrifice and mourn his loss? To Astrid though there was only one choice. She couldn't bring herself to accept that after all Hiccup had done for Berk they would abandon him. She clenched her fists at the thought. As far as she was concerned Berk owed Hiccup and she would wait no longer. However as she turned to grab Toothless's harness the sound of the door opening made her turn back. Stoick was running down the steps towards them.

She pulled herself onto Toothless's back and slotted her foot into the pedal, ready to fly. As Stoick reached her she saw a grim look on his face and he grabbed her arm. Afraid he was going to pull her down and prevent her taking off she pulled back but his next words filled her with hope and resolve.

"Go, save him, bring my son home," he said and with that let her go.

Within seconds she was in the air.


	14. Its Time

**Chapter 14 – Its time**

The imposing figure of Stoick the Vast stood firm against the force of the storm as he looked out at the fierce seas that lashed against the shores of Berk. He knew he should be with his people helping with the repairs and desperate search for food but he had come up here to be alone with his thoughts. Several hours had now passed since Astrid and the other dragon riders had begun their desperate race back to the Island of Thor.

He had not meant for the council discussions to take so long but they had been faced with a difficult decision. To Stoick the choice was simple. Return to the island without an offering, save Hiccup and hang the consequences but he had been forbidden to take part in the vote. He may be the Chief but he was also Hiccups father and they had felt that to ask him to choose between his son's life and his tribe's future was something he should not be faced with. To Stoick though it had been worse to listen to them bicker and debate whilst the precious hours remaining to his son had ticked by. Stoick was now sick with worry that no matter how fast Astrid flew they would be too late. That they would return, not with his son alive and well but shrouded, ready for burial.

However, despite his deep fears for his son and frustration at the delay he also felt an intense sense of pride and gratitude towards his tribe. With the plan to return to the island with more offerings in tatters they had been faced with a terrible decision. With the food stocks destroyed all that had remained to give the gods was the life that Hiccup had volunteered to give for them. Accepting Hiccups sacrifice would have meant a blessed and secured future but it was a future they had rejected. In the end they had voted unanimously to rescue Hiccup. Berk's future may look bleak but without Hiccup they had agreed that it would be bleaker. It had been clear during the attack that none of the other riders had shown Hiccup's leadership and even Spitelout, Snotlout's father, had admitted that as the next in line to the Chiefdom after Hiccup his son's performance had been disappointing. It was clear that Berk needed Hiccup. He was the last chance for the tribe as both the next Chief and head dragon trainer. Berk owed Hiccup for his selfless loyalty which he had shown time and time again since he had brought peace with the dragons and Berk had chosen to repay its debt to him.

Stoick's eyes swept the sky again taking in the magnificence of the storm and he felt the knot of fear tighten in his chest once more. It was dark now and he knew that Hiccup only had till the afternoon of the following day. He had already buried his wife. Please gods don't let him have to bury his son as well. Desperately he called out to the sky.

**"Valla, if your there, we need you...I need you**,**"** he said out loud, his voice lost to the storm.

The wind came at him fiercer now but he stood his ground, as firm as the stones of Berk herself against its onslaught.

**"Help him...protect him...please...for me,"** he cried out in anguish and tears began streaming down his face as he begged to be heard, begged for help.

There was a lull in the wind and he felt a warm gentle breeze caress his face.

"Valla?" he whispered in hope.

It was gone as quickly as it had come and Stoick stood there in shock. Had he just felt his wife's gentle touch once more? Had she heard him?

He was pulled from his moment of rapture by the return of the winds and a voice calling his name. He felt rage boil in him at being disturbed. Didn't they realise he needed to be alone right now? Didn't they realise what he faced loosing?

"**STOICK**," the voice shouted again, nearly drowned out by the howling wind.

He spun around his anger overflowing ready to make whoever it was pay. Why couldn't they leave him to mourn in peace?

"**LEAVE ME BE**," he roared but his anger died at what he saw.

Climbing up towards him was Gobber, Spitelout and Sven. Between them they were dragging something. They dumped it at his feet and stepped back.

"We found this skulking around the bushes down at the docks. Looks like it got left behind," Gobber said and lashed out with his wooden leg to give the object a solid poke. It gave a groan.

Stoick gave a grim smile.

"Saddle up Thornado and Stormfly Gobber, were going back to the Island of Thor. It looks like we have something to return to Alvin and Dagur."

* * *

><p>Symon paced backwards and forwards in his room. Today was the seventh day of the offering period and he had a promise to keep. He went over in his mind his discussions with Hiccup from the previous day, going over the plan one last time. He need to make sure that he got everything right if this was to work.<p>

_"Symon, the cells under the temple where you keep your books and scrolls, are they still functional. I mean do the doors and locks still work?" Hiccup asked._

_Symon nodded._

_"Yes but they will be stiff and rusty. Those doors haven't been closed in a very long time."_

_Hiccup just smiled at this._

_"Good, the stiffer the better. Camicazi is very good at picking locks and escaping. It needs to be difficult." _

_Symon cocked his head at this, not quite understanding Hiccups intention._

_"How will that help?" he asked._

_Hiccup gave him a deep look._

_"How good are you at acting? Can you come up with a convincing story to get them to follow you down to the cells?" _

_Symon nodded again._

_"Yes, but if I understand what you want me to do, it will not take the Bogburglar long to get free again." _

_"I know that but I have something that might just help," and with that Hiccup had opened his bag and pulled out a medical kit. From within the medical kit he produced a small earthen jar._

_"What's that?" Symon asked._

_"Monstrous Nightmare saliva, it's what they coat themselves with in order to catch fire."_

_Symon took a step back._

_"Is it safe?" he asked in alarm._

_Hiccup shook his head in amusement. It was strange to see such reactions in people when it was second nature to him._

_"It's only a small amount and it has other uses as well. It's extremely sticky, when it dry's it makes a really strong glue."_

_"Why on earth would you have something like that in a medical kit?" Symon asked curious as to its intended purpose._

_Hiccup shrugged._

_"It's great for sticking bandages securely in place or in extreme cases it can be used to coat and cauterise a wound."_

_Symon had been in awe. He had learned many things from working with the temple healer but he had never heard of dragon spit being used in such a way. Distracted from their main purpose Symon had been unable to resist the urge to ask more questions. _

_"Are there other such things that can be used in healing?" He asked eagerly._

_Hiccup nodded and reached into his bag again, pulling out another earthen jar._

_"Night Fury saliva has fantastic healing properties. Here take it," and he had passed the jar to Symon. Symon saw his eyes darken a little in sadness as he did so. _

_"How did you get it? I thought Night Fury's were some of the hardest dragons to find," Symon said accepting the gift and looking at the jar in his hands._

_At this Hiccups shoulders slumped._

_"They are. That's from Toothless."_

_"Toothless?"_

_"My Night Fury...and best friend," and at that thought Hiccup had slumped into a chair his eyes swimming with tears. Feeling intrusive Symon made to leave but Hiccup had wiped at his eyes and stood once again, his face filled with determination._

_"Enough of that, there is work to do," he said to himself angrily._

_"Symon I need you to coat the inside of the lock of one of those cells, preferably one of the deepest and furthest away. That way when the key is turned it will bung up the mechanism and jam the lock. I've no doubt that Cami and Thug will find a way out but hopefully it will stall them long enough. Until...after...I'm gone…." he said trailing off, the determined look faltering._

_With an uncomfortably feeling Symon quickly moved the topic on, asking another question._

_"How long before it sets hard?"_

_Hiccup fixed the determined look once more on his face._

_"It takes about two hours to set so it important that you don't do it too soon. Otherwise the saliva will set hard and prevent you from turning the key. They have to be safely secured and out of the way before the guards come to get me."_

_He had then focused intently on Symon fixing him with his deep forest green eyes._

_"Do you understand what you need to do?"_

_Symon had returned the look with the same determination and courage that Hiccup showed him._

_"Yes I understand."_

Symon stopped pacing, yes he knew what he had to do but before he could put the plan into action he needed to make his own preparations. He picked up the jar of Night Fury saliva and placed it carefully in his cabinet before picking up the Monstrous Nightmare jar and a bottle of oil. He placed both in his robes. Hiccup had said that they would try and rescue him when the guards came to take him to the inner temple. That meant there were a few hours before he needed to act, enough time for him to ensure everything was ready.

* * *

><p>Camicazi and Thuggory sat huddled in a corner of Camicazi's room talking fast and animated as they put the final pieces of the plan together. Beside them sat a pile of yellow temple robes that Camicazi had grabbed from the laundry the day before.<p>

The plan was simple. Disguise themselves as temple staff, create a distraction and grab Hiccup as they brought Hiccup across the temple courtyard towards the Main Hall. They would then make a break for the tunnels that crisscrossed under the mountain to hide. They guessed that the tunnels had probably been made by whispering Deaths many years ago and had been an opportune find. Once night fell they could get to the boat and flee the island. They knew there was a possibility that Hiccup might resist them but they had planned for this to. If they carried out the plan quickly they could be away before he had time to object, Thuggory was even prepared to carry him if he had to.

A loud knocking sounded at the door and they both looked up in alarm. Thuggory stood quickly and shoved the hand drawn map of the tunnels into his pocket as Camicazi threw her cloak over the robes to hide them. With a quick check that the evidence was hidden Thuggory then moved to the door and opened it. The young man that brought Hiccups meals walked in and bowed.

"Are you Hiccups friends, Camicazi and Thuggory?" he asked.

"We are," Thuggory confirmed.

"I am Symon, an apprentice at this temple," he said.

"What can we do for you Symon," Thuggory asked a little impatiently. He wanted to get back to their preparations for Hiccups rescue.

"It is what I can do for you or more importantly for Hiccup," Symon said in earnest.

Camicazi quickly got to her feet.

"What do you mean?," She asked. Symon turned to her.

"Hiccup has become my friend as well and I have been trying to find a way to help him. I am only an apprentice and forbidden to touch the books of law unless under the tutelage of my instructors but to help Hiccup I have broken that rule. I entered the catacombs under the temple where the ancient books of law are stored. It's taken me many days and hours but I have finally found something that will help him, something that will stop the ritual."

Camicazi came quickly forward and grabbed Thuggory's arm.

"Why tell us first? If it can save Hiccup why have you waited to act?" She said with a note of anger in her voice.

Symon hung his head and took a deep breath. The trap was set, the bait laid.

"I am worried that the explanations of my presence in the catacombs and punishment for breaking temple laws will detract from the information I have found and the chance to save Hiccup will slip away. They will come for him in two hours."

Camicazi gripped Thuggory's arm tighter and looked at him in alarm at the news that Hiccup had so little time left.

"What is this information? How can we help?" Thuggory said quickly, hope evident in his voice at a chance to save their friend.

Symon hated himself but kept his resolve.

"Only full temple staff or council members can view those scrolls and books. You are both the heirs of your tribe and therefore council members. I need you to bring the books up from the catacomb and present the information to the Elder," he said hoping that they would take the bait.

He saw from the looks on their faces that they had and he felt sickened at the lies he was telling but his promise to Hiccup came first. He would pray for forgiveness later.

"Will you help?" He asked putting the full sound of desperation into his voice.

They fell for it.

"Yes, yes we will help. Lead the way Symon and hurry," Thuggory said and with that the three of them left the room at a run.

Symon noticed that in their haste they had left their weapons behind which would make the next stage much easier.

* * *

><p>As they quickly wound their way down the dark stone corridors under the temple Symon lit the torches to light their way, illuminating the many rooms of stacked books and scrolls.<p>

"What did they use all these cells used for?" Camicazi asked as they hurried along behind him.

"They were used in ancient times to hold prisoners and sacrifices," Symon answered as he moved forward lighting more torches.

Camicazi shivered at the thought that Hiccup could have spent the last few days locked away down here in the dark awaiting his fate, rather then in the relative comfort of his room.

As they neared their destination Symon prepared himself for the next phase of the plan. He needed to be quick and convincing.

"It's just up ahead," he said gesturing with the torch he was carrying and after a short moment a large room at the end of the corridor came into view. He entered the room and set the torch into a bracket in the wall. He had decided that he could not leave them alone in the dark down there.

This done he stepped aside to allow them to enter. He then pointed to a desk in the centre.

"There, on the table. That is the book that I mentioned, I have marked the paragraph you need," he said as he indicated the book he had prepared earlier.

The pair moved eagerly forward and round the opposite side of the table, leaning over the book in order to read the text. When he was sure that they were fully distracted Symon quietly backed out of the door.

"I'm sorry...I'm so very sorry," he said in remorse as he pushed it closed. He was grateful that he had oiled the hinges earlier as it moved easily and slammed in to place with a loud clang.

Camicazi and Thuggory cried out in alarm as the door closed and surged forwards but before they could reach it Symon had turned the key stiffly in the lock. His heart was in his mouth as he listened to their frantic banging on the door and cry's for him to open it.

He withdrew the key and put it safely within his robes noting the thick substance that dripped lethargically from it. The saliva was setting fast and would likely hold for a few hours before they found a way to escape. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath as the sound of shouting and pounding from the other side of the door grew more insistent. He stepped forward and laid a hand on its iron bound structure, glad that it was thick and sturdy enough to withstand the pounding of the mighty form of the Meathead heir.

**"I have a message from Hiccup," **he said loudly and the sounds from the other side of the door ceased.

"He says that he is sorry...so very sorry for doing this to you, and to thank you for what you were prepared to do for him. He cannot express how much your friendship means to him and he is grateful to you for what you were prepared to risk for him but he cannot let you do it. He cannot let you sacrifice your futures for him. He asks you to forgive him and to forgive me for carrying out his wishes."

He did not wait for a response. He had given them Hiccups message and now his promise fulfilled he had another duty to perform for Hiccup and it would be his last.

* * *

><p>Astrid slipped wearily from Toothless's saddle and dropped to her knees before plunging her cupped hands into the cool water of the stream. She drank thirstily, Toothless doing the same beside her. She paused for the briefest of moments before using Toothless's saddle to shakily pull herself back to her feet. They had been in the air perpetually since leaving Berk, taking only the briefest of stops on islands they passed with freshwater to slake their thirst but never stopping for more than a few moments. As desperate as she was to rest she knew that Hiccups time was running out and that thought alone spurred her on.<p>

She glanced briefly at the sky for a sign of the other riders but there were none. Toothless being by far the fastest had soon out flown them. He was always fast but the added determination and urgency to get to Hiccup had made him unstoppable. She turned as Toothless barked at her and flared his wings eager to be back in the air. She nodded and wearily hauled herself back onto his back before clicking her foot into the pedal and letting his tail out. They were back in the air in moments.

* * *

><p>Symon left the catacombs with a heavy heart. He had fulfilled his promise but it hurt him to think that even though it had been at Hiccups own request he had probably just destroyed the last chance Hiccup had of salvation. He moved back to the central complex and made for the Elders study. He knocked and entered at her invitation. She was dressed in her formal robes and standing in front of the fire. She looked at him and then without speaking pointed to the table where a small bottle sat. He picked up the bottle and left. Words were not necessary he knew what the vial was and it was his duty to give it to Hiccup and to ensure he understood its purpose.<p>

* * *

><p>Hiccup set down his charcoal pen and looked long at the letter in front of him. It had been hard to write but he felt better for it. He reached across to his left wrist and gently untied Astrid's maiden band. He caressed it for a few moments before bringing it up to his face, taking in Astrid's scent once more. He then gently folded it and laid it on the letter which he then proceeded to fold around it. This done he sealed the letter with wax from the candle beside him and traced his initials into the setting substance before turning it over and writing the name 'Astrid' on the front. He then placed it beside a second letter addressed to his father. It was done, his preparations were almost complete, just one thing remained to do. He stood and prepared to knock on the door and ask the guards to fetch Symon when the door opened and Symon entered carrying a bundle of white fabric.<p>

Knowing that Hiccup would want to be alone for as long as possible today, to make his preparations, Symon had kept at a distance until he had news to report. Symon now looked at Hiccup to gauge his state of mind before speaking and noted that although pale Hiccups face still bore the same look of fixed determination it had the day before.

He moved forward and placed the items he was carrying on the table. As he did so he noticed that the food Hiccup had been brought that day laid untouched.

"Is it done?" Hiccup asked in a quiet voice as Symon stood upright again.

He looked at Hiccup and nodded.

"It is, they cannot interfere," he said sadly.

Hiccup closed his eyes and bowed his head before nodding slightly.

"Thank you Symon. Thank you for what you have done for me. I will never be able to repay you," he said.

"There is nothing to thank me for Hiccup. Although it saddens my heart I was happy to carry out your request."

Symon looked down at the items he had placed on the table.

"These are from the Elder. A fresh tunic to wear and...something to help when the time comes," he said trying to control his voice as he reached into his tunic and pulled out the small bottle.

He handed it to Hiccup and took a deep breath.

"This is something we call the draught of peace. It is a drug that induces a feeling of calmness and detachment. It will also numb the body and eventually let the taker drift into a deep sleep. Take it when you hear the first gong. It will help you...when..." but he couldn't finish the sentence his words sticking in his throat.

Hiccup tightened his hand around the vial and nodded before placing it carefully down on the table. Hiccup then looked at Symon and a dark look crossed his features.

"I have no right to ask more of you Symon but I have two final requests."

"You don't need to ask me Hiccup I will do whatever you want."

"The second you're not going to like, the first is much simpler," and with that he picked up the two letters.

"Will you give these to Astrid and my father when you see them?" He asked holding them out.

Symon took the letters.

"I will see they get them," understanding immediately what they contained. He put them safely into his tunic.

"What is your second request?"

"I need you to bring Alvin and Dagur here. There is something I need to say to them."

Instantly Symon shook his head.

"Hiccup no...I won't do that. I'm not letting those two in here again to taunt you, torture you...on today of all days. Why would you ask this?" He said in absolute shock.

Hiccup smiled grimly.

"Because they asked me a question and I intend to give them an answer. Please Symon for me. I assure you they won't be here long, they are not going to like the answer."

Symon bit his lip, unsure if this was a good idea but Hiccup had requested it and he could not refuse him anything even if it did seem to be unwise. He sighed and nodding.

"I will try and find them but there may not be enough...time," he said catching himself at the meaning.

"You won't have to look far. I'm pretty sure you will find them lurking close by. They will be expecting this," Hiccup said with a small smile.

Symon nodded and left the room. When he was gone Hiccup moved the vial out of sight in case Dagur and Alvin realised its purpose and lifted the tunic up. It was soft to the touch and made of pure white wool. It was well made and no doubt comfortable but its purpose was clear.

'Like a lamb to the slaughter,' he thought, before laying it down and removing his own tunic.

'Might as well look the part.'

* * *

><p>Symon returned after only a few short minutes. He had found the two chiefs lurking down the side of the building. At being told Hiccup had requested to see them they had feigned surprise at being asked but claimed to be delighted to accompanying him. Symon wasn't fooled, Hiccup had been right. They had obviously been expecting this.<p>

As they entered the room Symon motioned for the guards to following. He was taking no chances this time and would not leave Hiccup alone with them. Hiccup was standing in his usual place at the window and paid them no heed as they entered. They stood there in awkward silence for a few moments before Dagur spoke.

"My, don't you look the part," Dagur mocked noting the white wool tunic that Hiccup wore.

Hiccup didn't look at them. He just plucked absently at the front of the tunic.

"I guess the gods have got something against green," he said his voice steady.

"Ar knew you would see sense in the end I'ccup," Alvin drawled in delight.

Hiccup continued to look out of the window as though he had not heard him. A little uneasy at Hiccups silence and lack of eye contact Alvin continued.

"You'll love Outcast island I'ccup we've got a nice comfy room already for you," he said.

Symon couldn't help snorting in disgust at this. 'Room' more like cell he thought. Dagur looked at him and glared. Symon glared back. Ignoring Symon Dagur turned back and addressed Hiccup again.

"Shall I go tell the Elder that we withdraw our demand Hiccup?" He said then rubbed his hands together in manic glee.

"Oh I've got so many dragons for you to train. It will be great, you and me brother, riding into battle together. We will be the scourge of the Archipelago. Everyone will fear us. Just wait till..."

"No," Hiccup said

Dagur paused, cut off in mid speech.

"What did you say?" He asked narrowing his eyes in Hiccups direction.

Hiccup now turned to them.

"I said no."

"What do yur mean no," Alvin said incredulously.

"Exactly what it's meant to mean, No. Two days ago you asked me a question and I'm giving you my answer."

The pair just looked at each other in surprise.

Hiccup took a step towards them, his faced fixed with determination.

"You two really are idiots. After all this time you still don't get it do you. You used to ask how a ninety pound boy could defeat you time after time well this is how, by not giving in, by fighting, by being prepared to sacrifice everything for his home and people."

"I know of your attack on Berk. I know that you delayed my father's return. You thought that it would aid you, didn't you. You thought that with no option left to me I would save myself and give myself up to you...well your wrong. If you haven't worked it out yet I have stubbornness issues. I will not come over to you. I will not train your dragons. I am prepared to die to save my tribe and you, you have lost."

He moved closer to them his face livid with anger and a grim smile of triumph. They both took a step back at the uncharacteristic display of aggression from Hiccup.

"You can attack us but we will grow stronger, you may threaten us but we will become more defiant, you may kill us but for each that fall another will take their place. It will be the same with me. I may have been the first to train dragons but I will not be the last. My work will continue after I am gone and Berk will raise an army of dragons to protect herself and see you defeated. There will be nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. My father will find you and you will pay."

He stopped a few paces before them, a grim sense of satisfaction building in him as he watched their faces change from shock to anger then finally to fear.

"Now get them out of my sight," he spat in anger and with that they were bodily dragged out of the room by the guards their faces a mask of defeat and shock.

At their departure Symon and Hiccup exchanged a solemn look before Symon bowed deeply in awe and honour. Hiccup gave a nod back in acknowledgement before turning silently back to the window and his own quiet contemplations. Symon left the room then knowing that it was time to leave and that he was unlikely to meet anyone quite like Hiccup ever again.

* * *

><p>Astrid gave a cry of alarm as Toothless suddenly dropped a few feet in the sky. She leaned forwards and whispered words of encouragement to him and she felt his wings pick up their frantic beating once more. She knew in her heart that Toothless would not give up but he was tiring fast. How much longer he could keep up the relentless pace she didn't know she just hoped that he had enough left to reach Hiccup. She took a quick note of the suns position and corrected their flight slightly before laying herself low in the saddle and urged Toothless on.<p>

* * *

><p>Hiccup gave a shudder at the sound of the gong as it echoed through the temple. It was time. His eyes swept the sky one last time before looking down at the small bottle in his hand. His hand shook as he removed the stopper and brought the bottle to his lips. The substance within was bitter and he coughed as he swallowed before placing the bottle back on the table. He closed his eyes.<p>

It was done. He had wondered if to take the drug would be an act of cowardice but he had reasoned that walking willingly to his own death could not be considered cowardice by anyone's standards. If one small thing helped him maintain his courage and dignity then it surely could not be begrudged.

He opened his eyes and looked up at the sky again. The storm that had shrouded the island since his arrival was still boiling overhead and the thunder echoed, coming closer. He wondered if Thor was angry at what was about to happen to him but if he was why hadn't he done something to prevent it? He looked at the door as the gong sounded again. They would be coming for him soon. He looked to the sky once more and prepared himself.

"Dad...Astrid I know that you can't hear me but I want you to know that I don't blame you for what is about to happen. Please don't blame yourselves. I'm doing this for you, for our tribe. I know that Mom will look out for me and I'll come and visit, even if you won't know I'm there... I love you both so very much," he said to the sky willing his words to reach them.

He then closed his eyes again and let a tear fall down his cheek. The sound of the gong came again and he wiped it away with the sleeve of his tunic. The door to the room opened and he turned.

The faces of the guards that entered were solemn and he looked at them for a few short moments before taking a deep breath and approaching them.

"I'm ready," he said.

* * *

><p>With the guards flanking him on both sides the quiet procession began to move down the corridor. Hiccup noticed a strange tingling sensation in his fingers and he realised that the drug was starting to take effect. He prayed that it would not kick in to soon, that it would allow him to make this final walk without assistance.<p>

They entered the courtyard and Hiccup took in his first breath of fresh air for several days and he paused for a brief moment, savouring it. It was one of the last breaths he would take. The normally busy complex was empty and silent as they crossed it and Hiccup wondered if they had all taken refuge from the reality of what was about to happen, for a moment he wished he had done the same, run when he had the chance but he pushed the thought aside. The time for regrets was over.

The procession moved on, now climbing the steps to the Main hall. Once inside they turned down a small corridor to the right of the council chamber. Hiccup had seen this corridor but paid it no attention before, now he could see a pair of ornate doors at the far end. The Elder stood in front of them, waiting. They stopped and she came forward to towards him.

"Are you ready Hiccup," she asked in a gentle voice.

He nodded and she sighed.

"Promise me something," he said suddenly, surprised at the calmness of his own voice.

"Anything child," she said looking at him.

"Don't let this happen again, don't let anyone else go through this. Get rid of that law. For me," he said his voice passionate as he pleaded with her.

She sighed again.

"I have tried child, to save you, but I promise you that I will keep trying, I will find a way."

She then stepped forwards.

"Your honour yourself, your father and your tribe with this act Hiccup. We will never forget what you have done for them. Will you accept my blessing before you depart this world?"

He nodded and bending slightly, bowed towards her. She placed her fingers on his forehead and traced the sign of the hammer.

"Go with Thor Young Hooligan. He will greet you in Valhalla and your eternal place at his side as one of our greatest Hero's is assured. We will never forget you."

She then leaned forward and kissed his forehead. When she pulled back her face was wet with tears.

Hiccup closed his eyes and stood straight again.

"When you see my father, tell him I forbid him to go to war. Punish Dagur and Alvin but no wars. I don't want anyone to suffer for my sake."

She nodded.

"I will tell him."

She then looked at him long and deeply as if testing his resolve.

"Are you ready?"

He nodded but couldn't bring himself to speak further.

The Elder turned and raised her hand. At this signal the guards pushed open the doors to reveal the Inner courtyard.

As they moved forward once again Hiccup felt his legs begin to go numb.

'Not yet, please not yet,' he pleaded as he tried to keep his balance. As he did so he looked around.

A sea of faces met him. Each of the tribes we're represented there and his heart lurched when he saw them. They watched his approach, and their faces told of a deep anguish at what they were about to witness. No one wanted this but with their own tribes to protect they could not interfere. Dagur and Alvin were lurking behind Mogadon and Bertha but it was the look on their faces that filled Hiccup with a dull sense of satisfaction and victory. Alvin's was a mask of anger at being denied his prize and Dagur chewed nervously on a fingernail as he paced. They had never expected their plan to go so far, he knew that now. They had expected him to come to them, expected him to save himself in the end but they had been wrong. They had underestimated him once again and it had been their undoing. There was nothing they could do to stop the ritual now. He had won.

His moment of triumph was short lived as he felt his legs start to give way but his dignity was saved as the guards either side of him took his upper and lower arms in theirs as support and began to guide him forward. It was then that his eyes caught sight of what awaited him.

At the centre of the courtyard stood a large pyre of stacked wood and straw. Hiccup could see items of clothing, chests, bags of food and flagons of wine mixed in amongst the wood but what made his heart stop in his chest was what lay in front of him. The wood of the pyre itself had been stacked in such away to leave an open space at its centre and the front stood open like a gaping maw ready to swallow him. At its centre a short stake of just over a meter high had been fixed.

The guards gently steered him forward towards the opening. Once inside they turned him around so his back was to the stake and gently pushed down on his shoulders. Hiccup closed his eyes as he sank to his knees. He kept them closed as he felt his arms pulled around the back of the stake and his hands bound, ropes wrapped around his upper body to hold him in place. There then came the sound of heavy logs being moved and the small amount of light he could see through his closed eyelids went dark as the pyre was sealed with him now at its centre.

His head began to swim as the drug moved through his system and his mind dragged him back to another time, another place when he had faced the flames once before. He had been falling, falling through heat and licking flames that threatened to take him, but before he had succumbed to the bliss of unconsciousness he had felt the motherly embrace of strong paws and leathery wings around him. How he longed for such an embrace now, for all this to be a dream, some horrible nightmare.

The spinning stopped momentarily and he opened his eyes coming groggily back to reality but Instead of the leathery wings of his friend he longed for he found himself closed in on all sides by wooden walls. His breath came faster now as he began to panic. It was happening, it was really happening, he was going to be burned alive and he squeezed his eyes shut as tears began to stream down his face. He put his head back against the pole as the panic overwhelmed him and he pulled weakly on his bonds, a natural and automatic reaction to being trapped but his arms and legs were numb now and he could no longer feel the ropes. His breath caught as he heard the muffled voice of the Elder.

"Thor, accept these offerings, freely given to you to show our dedication and commitment to peace. It is with sad heart that we send one so young to you but accept his life as sacrifice, freely given for his tribe."

With that everything fell silent. Hiccup held his breath. He wasn't sure why. He was bout to die, breathing should have been something he cherished and made the most of while he still could but he had been waiting. Desperately hoping for a divine intervention, for the rescue he longed for despite all his brave words, but none came. As the terrible reality of his situation washed over him he wept harder, wept for the life he would never have...a wife...children...a future. He had given it all up to save his tribe. His quiet sobs the only sound in that lonely terrible place.

Then he heard it, the distinct crackle of flame as torches were brought forward. He began to struggle again knowing it was stupid and pointless to try but a deep primal need to survive had taken hold. He heard the sound of the torches being pushed into the dry wood and then the crackling grew louder, closer. His struggles became fiercer but his strength was failing, his vision beginning to blur.

For a long moment there was just the sound of the flames but then slowly tendrils of dark smoke began to work their way into the area where Hiccup knelt, stinging his eyes and burning his throat. He gasped for air and began to cough. He could feel the heat now, inching towards him as the dry wood caught and the flame began to eat through the outer layers of the pyre. Small sparks and embers began to rain down on him and he flinched as their hot surfaces touched his skin and he felt the heat against his exposed hands and face begin to intensify. Suddenly flame appeared close to his face and he cried out, trying to pull away from its licking tongue. More flames joined them, encircling him, reaching hungrily toward him. He gasped as the flame consumed the air around him and he coughed harshly as he desperately tried to draw breath.

He prayed for the peaceful, pain free oblivion that the drug had promised and he began to sag against his bonds as his prayer was answered, the drug finally beginning to take its full effect. As he began to sink into the blissful darkness of unconsciousness he thought he heard a voice, quiet and gentle as it whispered in his ear.

_"Hold on...he is coming."_

Suddenly there was an almighty crashing sound and the pyre around him began to shake. Large sections began to fall, catching him as they did so. He cried out weakly unable to move out of their way as they burned him. The pyre was collapsing onto him and he braced himself as something dark clouded his remaining vision. He welcomed deaths dark embrace as it came to take him but through the drugged fog of his mind something strange registered. The heat was less and the pain of burning wood no longer there. It was not the darkness of death that surrounded him but strong leathery scales...wings...

"T...Toothless," he whispered in realisation before the darkness finally claimed him.


	15. Rescue & Escape

**Chapter 15 – Rescue & Escape**

Astrid's heart stopped as she watched Toothless dive into the flaming inferno before her. He couldn't be...they wouldn't?

They had reached the island only a few moments before and seen the smoke from the air. She had steered Toothless towards it knowing instinctively that was where she would find Hiccup. They had caused a stir when they had landed and normally tough Vikings had backed rapidly against the wall at the arrival of a Night Fury in their midst.

The courtyard was small and as she dismounted she looked desperately around for Hiccup. He had to be there, she couldn't be too late she thought in concern when she saw no sign of him. Then Toothless had given an almighty roar before diving right at the pyre. It was then that she realised the terrible truth as she watched Toothless pull at the wooden structure with his paws howling in concern.

She placed a shaking hand across her mouth in shock and felt her knees weaken when Toothless started to back up dragging an unconscious and burned Hiccup with him. She dashed forwards ignoring all those around her. Her only focus being the limp form of her boyfriend which she gathered up into her arms and hugged, desperately searching for signs of life. He was breathing but it was laboured and ragged.

She glanced at his body, taking in his injuries. His lower right arm, hand and shoulder were burned and blistered, as was his left calf. The fabric of what looked like it used to be a white tunic, black now and sticking to the damaged flesh. He was covered in smaller superficial burns along his body and face and his hair was singed at the ends. His face stained with soot, sweat and what looked like tears. There was also a deep gash on his left wrist which looked like it could have been caused by a claw and the remains of a rope from where he had been bound.

She looked at him in alarm as his breathing became more of a gasp and then slowly began to fade. Then it seemed too ceased altogether and she began to panic. She shook him, tears streaming down her face as she did so.

"Hiccup...Hiccup don't you dare, " she shouted in anguish, pulling him closer to her.

"You can't leave me...not now...," she sobbed.

And then she punched his chest. She did it again, and again, and again.

"You're not dying till I say you can...you can't die...I won't let you...I won't...," and with that her strength failed and she buried her face into his chest and wept.

* * *

><p>Hiccup was falling, the dim light above him becoming fainter and fainter. He was not falling fast but drifting slowly downwards towards the blackness below him. He was at peace. There was no pain, no fear, just blissful peace. He gently closed his eyes as the darkness grew around him, it would be over soon.<p>

Then he sensed something rising from the black depths below him. It wrapped itself around him. Warm and gently like the arms of a mother and he stopped. Then the gentle voice he had heard before spoke to him.

_"Not yet my brave Hiccup, not yet," _it whispered.

_"You have still much to do my little one,"_ and with that it began to gently carry him upward back towards the light.

_"M...mom,"_ he whispered as he realised who it was that held him.

_"M...mom I want to stay, I want to stay with you,"_ he cried out as the light grew brighter.

The arms grew tighter around him.

_"You will...one day my brave child but not yet...not yet,"_ she said and gave him a firm push upwards letting him go as she did so.

Hiccup began to rise faster now towards the light and he turned, desperate to grab a glance of her, of what had lifted him from deaths dark embrace. But there was nothing, just darkness.

_"I'm proud of you Hiccup...so very proud...,"_ the voice said, fading now, barely audible as he rose higher.

Then another voice came, insistent and panicked. It was calling his name and as he rose higher and the light grew more intense he recognised it.

"Hiccup...Hiccup..."

It was Astrid's voice.

"Hiccup...don't you dare...don't even think about it...," the voice sobbed.

"You're not...you can't...not till I say you can."

"Do you hear me Hiccup Horrendous Haddock you're not dying till I say you can...come back to me...please come back to me," and at that heart wrenching sob from the girl he loved so dearly Hiccup turned from the darkness and reached for the light.

* * *

><p>Hiccup took a deep and desperate lungful of air as he came back to himself. He was greeted by a world of pain and the smell of burning. He then began to cough violently.<p>

"Hiccup...Hiccup oh thank Thor...Hiccup look at me...wake up for me...please," Astrid's voice begged desperately and at her insistence he opened his eyes.

He promptly shut them again as the light stabbed at them harshly and they began to stream and sting. He began to cough again and felt something press to his lips. Cool water started to flow down his throat and he gulped greedily trying to lessen the tightness and soreness.

After a few short moments he chanced opening his eyes again and blinked a few times. Astrid's face swam into focus.

"A...Astrid," he said in a weak voice, his throat sore from the smoke and heat.

"Oh Gods Hiccup...I thought...I thought I had lost you," she sobbed wrapping her arms tighter around him as he lay in them.

Hiccup tried to focus on his surroundings as his vision cleared and he waited for the world to stop spinning. He was lying on the floor of the courtyard with Astrid wrapped protectively around him. The now collapsed pyre was in its full inferno, flames licked the sky. The temple staff and other Chiefs were backed up against the wall. They looked fearfully towards them but it was not Hiccup and Astrid that they were focusing on. Standing protectively between them, his wings extended and growling deep in his throat was Toothless. It had not been a dream after all.

"Y...You came back for me," he said his voice laced with pain as he started to become aware of his wounds.

She hugged him tighter to her chest.

"Of course I came back... Oh you...you stupid...stubborn...noble...brave...idiotic...fool, " she chastised as she swept her shaking hands through his russet locks, her relief at hearing his voice overwhelming her.

"Careful, you might have left a few out," he said in a small whispering voice, a pained smile touching his lips as she berated him.

He tried to sit further up but hissed in pain as he stretched his burned and swollen flesh.

"D...did you bring more offerings?" He managed to say through gritted teeth but before Astrid could answer him Toothless gave a loud growl and sprung into the crowd around them.

The crowd scrambled back in alarm and Hiccup just got to see the backs of Dagur and Alvin as they fled the courtyard.

Despite the pain and lingering effects of the drug Hiccup felt a surge of anger and a rush of strength that should not have been possible to someone in his condition. He pushed against Astrid and turned onto his side before rolling to his knees and trying to stand. Astrid cried out in alarm and concern as he struggled.

"Hiccup...what are you doing?...You're in no condition to...," but she stopped when he turned his head to her and she saw the fierce fire of determination and anger in his eyes.

"They're not getting away...not this time. Help me," he said and held out his less injured hand to her.

Astrid thought about it for a brief moment and then did as he asked. When Hiccup was like this there was no arguing with him. She helped him to stand and wrapped his left arm around her shoulders for support.

"Toothless, here bud," he called and Toothless spun around and bounded up to him. He butted Hiccup gently, aware that his rider was injured, whining in concern.

"I'm all right bud, thanks to you and Astrid," Hiccup said in a horse voice as he scratched the Night Fury affectionately between the ears. He then noted the change to his riding gear.

"Astrid we need to follow them. I need you to fly Toothless for me," he said. Unwrapping his arm from Astrid's shoulders and grabbing hold of the harness for support.

"Hiccup you're in no condition to fly," Astrid said firmly.

"Astrid please, I know what they did to Berk I'm not letting them get away," he said frustrated.

She looked hard at him and then sighed before helping him up onto Toothless's back and climbing up herself in front of him, clipping her foot into the pedal.

The crowd around them shrunk further back in awe and Hiccup could hear whispers of 'Night Fury', 'it's a miracle', 'surely a sign from the Gods', but he took no notice and wrapped his left arm around Astrid's waist. She quickly glanced over her shoulder at him and he gave her a determined nod. With that she gave Toothless a gentle nudge and they took to the sky.

As they soared out of the courtyard and over the complex Hiccup began to scan the ground for a sign of Dagur and Alvin. The sea fog was blowing in again and it was difficult to see the ground but through a break in the white mass he caught a brief sight of them fleeing in the direction of the beach. Astrid had seen them to and Toothless dived.

As they drew closer they could see that the beach was not empty. In addition to the remaining Berk ships which were still in various states of repair there were now Berserker and Outcast ships moored just out to sea and several landing boats on the beach. At first Hiccup thought that Dagur and Alvin had planned their escape as well as their attacks but then he realised the ships were there for him. Dagur and Alvin had fully expected to be sailing from the island with him as their captive, willing or otherwise.

Dagur being the smaller and lighter of the pair had reached the boats first and had started to help his men push it back to sea.

"**TOOTHLESS, FIRE**," Hiccup shouted, his voice weak but loud enough for his friend to hear.

Toothless let out two plasma blast one after the other, which hit the water around the boat. Dagur and his men were flung back and laid motionless for a few moments. Toothless flared his wings to land and Hiccup felt something familiar being pressed into the palm of his left hand. It was the hilt of his sword.

Realising that Hiccup was going to fight whatever her objection, Astrid had decided that he need to be armed. She drew her own axe from her belt as they touched down and supported him as he slipped from the saddle.

"Stay here," she said firmly as she dashed forward meeting the attack of the first Berserker to recover.

Hiccup took deep breaths as he clung to Toothless's saddle. His right arm was aflame with pain but he tried to ignore it as he focused on Astrid's fight. She was doing well but several others had joined the fight now and she was rapidly being overpowered. One of them crept behind her and he saw the danger to her immediately. Forgetting the pain he ran forwards and blocked the attackers blow before it could make contact with her. The blow was heavy and it jarred his left arm but he held firm pushing back against the blade with a strength that was surprising even to him. The man staggered back and then came at him again.

Back to back they fought. Astrid had taken down two and was being hard pressed by three others. Hiccup had two of his own to be concerned with and ducked under the guard of one, aimed his sword low, slashing at his thigh. The man went down in a howl of pain and the other faltered. Surprised at how fast the injured boy had been. The move had been successful but it wasn't without cost as Hiccup began to breathe heavily and tire. His lungs burning from the smoke he had breathed, his limbs and wounds painful.

He spun as Astrid gave a cry and he saw her clutching at a deep cut in her forearm. There was blood now on the handle of her axe as it ran down her arm. It did not stop her though and she gripped the axe now with two hands before giving an almighty cry and swinging it in a wide arc. Her aim was true though and it made contact with the body of one of the men and he fell instantly leaving only three left between them.

Hiccup shouted to Toothless.

"**FIRE BUD**"

Three rapid plasma blasts caught the men and knocked them off their feet to the ground. They lay there motionless, unconscious. Thinking the threat over Hiccup relaxed his guard, feeling tired but victorious. The feeling lasted only a few brief moments before he sensed something behind him. He spun round but it was too late. A large and powerful hand gripped his left wrist and his sword fell limply from his grasp. In the heat of the battle he had forgotten about Alvin and now he was held tight in his clutches. Astrid surged forwards with a cry, raising her axe high as she saw Hiccups predicament but she slid to a halt as Alvin spun Hiccup around and pressed a knife to his throat.

"Ar wouldn't if I were you missy," he said in his low rumble, pressing the knife harder against Hiccup throat to emphasise his meaning. Hiccup gritted his teeth as he felt the knife bite into his skin.

"Dagur hurry up with those boats," he shouted over Astrid's shoulder. Reluctant to take her eyes off of Hiccup Astrid chanced a glance behind her and saw Dagur pushing one of the landing boats back into the water.

"If you don't want your boyfriend's blood on your hands you better back up girl," Alvin threatened as he drew Hiccup closer and grabbed his burned right arm. Hiccup howled in pain as his damaged flesh was squeezed, the arm twisted painfully behind his back.

Alvin then began to drag Hiccup towards the boat, being sure to always keep Hiccup between himself, Astrid and the Night Fury. Toothless growled and began creeping forward, low to the ground his teeth bared and his lips drawn back in a snarl at the man who threatened his friend. Alvin leaned in close to Hiccups ear.

"Ar told you I'ccup, I always get what I want. One way or another," he crowed.

Hiccups eyes caught Toothless's and something passed between them. Hiccup smiled.

"And I told you I wouldn't train your dragons," he said quietly before digging his prosthetic hard into Alvin's shin.

**"TOOTHLESS FIRE," **he shouted as Alvin loosened his grip and dropped the knife slightly from Hiccups throat in pain and surprise. Taking the opportunity Hiccup reached up with his left hand and pulled the knife away, diving for the beaches surface before Toothless's blast hit Alvin square in the chest and sent him crashing to the ground.

Astrid rushed forwards to protect Hiccup as Dagur ran towards him, his face filled with fury, his arms and sword flailing wildly, howling like an animal. It seemed that deranged was not the only name that suited him. He really was a Berserk as his tribes name suggested. Astrid braced herself for his attack but before he could reach her a line of flame separated them. Astrid glanced around for the source and let out a cry of relief. Hookfang sailed over head, followed by the twins and Fishlegs. The other dragon riders had arrived. With Astrid and Hiccup protected the four of them turned their attention to the ships letting loose fire, gas and lava to sink them.

Through the wall of fire Astrid saw Dagur grab hold of a dazed Alvin and together they began to run towards the boat. Astrid let out a shout of frustration. The fire that had saved Hiccup and herself now allowed their enemies to escape. Unable to stop them all Astrid could do was watch. They were soon in the water and rowing out towards the ships which were beginning to turn and frantically row their way out of the harbour at full pelt. Dagur and Alvin reached the last of the ships and their men pulled them aboard before joining the race to escape. It wasn't long before the ships had been swallowed by the fog and pursuit became impossible.


	16. Sacrifice

**Chapter 15 – Sacrifice**

Hiccup groaned as he tried to push himself onto his hands and knees. Everything hurt. He had hit the ground hard when he had dived forward and the shingle cut into his hands and knees as he struggled to stand. He felt a pair of gentle hands help him and then a cold surface against his back. He cracked his eyes open and Astrid's face swam into focus. He blinked to clear his vision and take in what was happening around him.

The battle was over that much was clear and he was now seated against a large boulder a little way off from where the other dragon riders had landed. Astrid knelt beside him with a concerned look on her face. He groaned again and closed his eyes as the adrenalin that had fuelled him since leaving the temple died away and the effects of the drug and his wounds came back in full force. The draught of peace was certainly doing its job well and his arms and legs felt like lead again. There was also an overwhelming need to close his eyes and sleep. He had no idea how strong the potion had to have been to have these effects on him and he should have been grateful considering why he had taken it in the first place but now he just wanted his head clear and to be able to think straight again.

"Hiccup, are you alright?" Astrid said in a worried tone as she placed a hand gently against his forehead, his skin was hot to the touch and she frowned in concern.

Hiccup nodded slightly not daring to open his eyes.

"I will be. What happened to Alvin and Dagur?" He asked. Knowing the answer but needing it confirmed none the less.

"They got away, sailed into the fog where the others couldn't follow," she said with a note of anger and disappointment in her voice.

Hiccup sighed.

"So they get away again. I'll never be rid of them," Hiccup said in a dejected tone as he looked across to where the other riders were gathering up any Outcasts or Berserkers that had been left behind.

Astrid could think of nothing to say to this. It was true. At every turn Alvin and Dagur seemed to always avoid the justice that they so richly deserved and after what they had put Hiccup through the last few days it just seemed so unfair that they should get away again.

They sat there in silence for a little while as Hiccup closed his eyes once again and tried to push aside the dizzying effects of the drug and the pain of his burns, but it was becoming difficult. All he wanted to do was sleep. He heard movement to his right and wearily opened his eyes again. He was greeted by the sight of his friends looking down at him with the same concerned expression as Astrid, he tried to smile.

"Hey guys," he said weakly.

"You look terrible Cuz," Snotlout said quietly as he bent down beside Astrid and laid a hand on Hiccups shoulder. The gesture surprise Hiccup, where was the normal mocking tone and ridicule that Snotlout normally used? He sounded genuinely concerned. Hiccup frowned.

"Gee Snotlout, you all right, you almost sound as if you care?" Hiccup responded in an amused voice. Snotlout gave him a small smile but continued to look at him in concerned.

"I am, we all are," Snotlout said gesturing to the rest of the riders behind him.

"Y...you are?" Hiccup questioned in surprise.

Confused at his cousins strange behaviour Hiccup looked at the group again and saw the same look on all their faces. Then it dawned on him. They really were genuinely concerned about him.

"Guys...your scaring me," he said with a hint of amusement in his voice but his heart swelled. They weren't just here to do a job they had come for him.

Snotlout smiled and the twins looked awkwardly at each other.

"Were scaring ourselves," he said, a hint of the old Snotlout coming through before his face turned serious once again and he looked at Hiccup taking in his injuries.

"Man Hiccup...you really went through with it...I thought that Astrid might have been exaggerating but she wasn't, was she. You were really prepared to give your life for us. You...you nearly..."

He shook his head, unable to finish.

"Hey I'm alright now guys, thanks to you." Hiccup said in genuine gratitude, trying to break the awkward silence that had fallen.

"Now you're here we can send the offerings to the Gods and get out of here. I'm looking forward to about a week's worth of sleep," he joked, starting to feel better as the realisation that he would be able to go home dawned on him.

The group glanced awkwardly around at each other. Hiccup noticed and frowned in confusion.

"Guys what's the matter? The tribe's safe now why the long faces?"

"You didn't tell him?" Fishlegs said to Astrid. She shook her head.

"There wasn't time."

Hiccup looked at Astrid.

"Tell me what?"

Astrid looked at the floor and took his left hand in hers, squeezing it gently. Hiccup felt a wave of foreboding creep up on him.

"Astrid...tell me what?" he said again his concern rising.

"Hiccup...," but before she could finish she was interrupted by an almighty thunder like boom from overhead.

Thinking the storm was taking a turn for the worst the group looked to the sky but it was not lightning that they were greeted with. Soaring overhead was the outline of two more dragons. Hiccup recognised them immediately and the distinctive outline of their riders. Across the backs of Thornado and Stormfly sat his father and Gobber.

Thornado landed and Stoick leapt off his back, rushing across the beach to where Hiccup lay. The group stepped quickly aside to make room for him and Stoick instantly swept him into a tight hug.

"Oh my boy..." Stoick chocked as he held his son to him, overwhelmed and relieved to find him still alive.

"**AHH...Dad...**" Hiccup cried in pain has his father caught his burns.

Stoick pulled back in alarm at his sons pained cry and for the first time took in his appearance and injuries. A deep feeling of horror crept into his chest as he realised how they had been received.

"They...oh gods Hiccup they...you actual...," he couldn't finish.

"Astrid got here just in time Dad...I...I nearly...if Toothless hadn't saved me from the flames I'd be dead by now."

Stoick brought him into a hug again but more gently this time.

"It's over now, my brave, brave boy. It's over. We can go home."

He pushed Hiccup back at arm's length and looked at him, smiling. Hiccup smiled back, a wave of relief rushing over him. He could go home. He could get off of this island and put the last few, terrifying days behind him. Toothless came over and chirped in concern at Hiccup, sniffing at his injured arm. Hiccup smiled again and placed his hand on his snout, rubbing it affectionately. Toothless closed his eyes in contentment and purred.

"Thanks bud, thanks for pulling me from the flames. If it hadn't been for you and Astrid I'd be in Valhalla by now," Hiccup said shuddering as he began to fully realise just how close he had come to death.

Toothless nudged him gently and purred louder which caused Hiccup to smile broadly again and let out a small laugh.

"**Stoick**," Gobber shouted, momentarily breaking up the happy reunion.

Stoick turned and Hiccup looked over towards Gobber who was climbing from the back of Stormfly dragging something heavy with him. He dragged the 'something' towards the group and Hiccup realised it was a man, apparently a prisoner and a reluctant one at that. The man was tall with a thin long face and white beard to match. Hiccups eyes widened in shock as he recognised him. It was Mildew, the traitor who had betrayed the tribe and Hiccup several years back to join the Outcasts.

Gobber dumped the man unceremoniously onto his knees before Stoick and Mildew grumbled under his breath at his treatment.

"Dad...why is Mildew here?" Hiccup asked in confusion.

Stoick's face darkened as he looked at the traitor.

"Dagur's fleet attacked Berk. They were driven away by our warriors and your dragon riders but not before destroying half the village and the remaining food stocks. When we swept the village for any survivors or injured we found this coward hiding down by the docks. It looks like he hid from the fighting and got left behind. We have made a bargain. I won't kill him if he denounces Alvin and Dagur to the council."

Stoick looked across to where the other Outcast and Berserker prisoners were being guarded by the dragons.

"With these extra prisoners we should be able to get the council to agree to outcast both chiefs for good," he said with a note of triumph.

Hiccups mind was moving fast despite its weariness. Even though Alvin and Dagur had escaped it had not all been in vain. If Mildew told the council of Alvin and Dagur's plans, of what they had done, then the council would have no choice but to outcast them. This would mean that they would no longer be able to gain the Gods favour, trade or count on treaties. The rest of the tribes would shun them. In truth the Hooligans could turn the tables and deal out the same fate to the pair that they had planned for them.

Stoick looked back at Hiccup.

"We win Hiccup, its over," he said with a fierce look of triumph on his face.

Relief flooded through Hiccup, it was over they had won. He wasn't foolish enough to think that Alvin and Dagur would leave him alone for good but at least for now they would keep away. Next time they met he would be ready and it would be his turn to make them fear him.

"Rest now Hiccup," Stoick said, seeing how tired and drained his son looked after his ordeal.

"We'll get your wounds treated shortly and then we can go home," he said as he ran his hand affectionately through Hiccups singed hair.

Hiccup nodded and started to relax, leaning back against the boulder and letting his eyes close. Just as the sleep he desperately needed begun to take him something his father had said rose in his mind. The winter fuel stocks had been destroyed...that meant... His eyes sprung open again his mind suddenly alert, but before he could ask his father what he feared there came the sound of a horn blast from the direction of the temple path.

Everyone turned to see what was happening but Hiccup caught Astrid's hand.

"Astrid, what did my father mean?"

She looked momentarily confused.

"About the winter food stocks, what did he mean they were destroyed?"

Astrid's eyes saddened.

"Hiccup...the attack took out the barns...the remaining stocks were destroyed."

Hiccup closed his eyes as the reality dawned on him.

"Then...there is nothing left to offer...you didn't bring more offerings did you."

He opened his eyes and looked at Astrid. She shook her head. Hiccup then looked at his father.

"Dad?"

Hiccup was sure his father had heard him but Stoick stood and turned away, focusing on the temple party that was now approaching rather than Hiccup.

"Dad, look at me," Hiccup tried again but still got no response.

His relaxed state of mind now dissolved he starting to feel angry and Hiccup tried to stand.

"Hiccup, what are you doing?" Astrid exclaimed as he tried to push himself to his feet against the boulder.

"Getting some answers," Hiccup said with a grunt of pain as he clung to the boulder for support.

This got his father's attention and he finally turned to look at Hiccup. The look in his eyes told Hiccup all he needed to know and he began to sag again to the floor. His father's strong arms caught him.

"I'm sorry son...there was nothing left to bring...the tribe is prepared to accept the consequences. They have agreed that your life is more important to them."

Hiccup looked at his father in shock. His tone suggested finality to the subject but before Hiccup could respond Stoick gently passed the care of his son to Astrid who took over the role of supporting him. He then turned to greet the temple party without a further word or glance to Hiccup. As far as he was concerned the matter was closed and not up for debate even though he knew that Hiccup had been about to protest.

A large litter was being lowered to the ground by a contingent of temple staff and the Elder stepped out with the help of Symon. Hiccup took this all in but his eyes did not leave his father's back. He couldn't believe what was happening. Just moments ago he had thought that this terrible nightmare was over only to find that despite everything that had happened they were back at square one. No offerings meant that the tribe's future was still bleak, they had sacrificed everything to save him the same way he had been prepared to sacrifice his life for them. He just couldn't take it all in.

The Elder reached Stoick and looked at him in great relief.

"Chief Stoick your returned is welcome. We feared that you would not return at all. Your son...your son has done you and your people proud," she said, her voice catching as she looked at Hiccup. She then turned back to Stoick.

"The time of the offering was upon us, we could wait no longer. My duty to the gods forbade that I interfere in their will and it was with a heavy heart that I commenced the ceremony of sacrifice. Your son showed bravery beyond his years Stoick as the ritual commenced. Can you forgive me for what nearly took place?" she asked a note of desperation in her voice as she asked for forgiveness.

Stoick bowed to the Elder.

"Reverend Elder, the decision was his to make and our pride in him surpasses anything I can put into words. I just thank Thor that we arrived in time."

The Elder nodded.

"As am I, when the symbol of Thor came crashing into our midst I feared the Gods anger but when he pulled the boy from the flames I knew then that there was still hope," she said in reverence.

Hiccup was confused for a moment, symbol of Thor? Then he realised that she meant Toothless, a Night Fury was the unholy offspring of Lightning and Death itself. Lightning was a symbol of Thor's might.

The Elder glanced at the sky before looked around the beach expectantly.

"Where are your offerings? The ritual has commenced but there is still time to present them to the Gods if we hurry," she said looking at Stoick.

Stoick hung his head.

"There are no offerings reverend Elder. Our remaining stocks were destroyed in an attack by our enemies," he said gesturing to the huddle of prisoners.

"We had nothing left to bring. I have returned not to make sacrifice but to beg you to release my son back to me. The tribe will not be making an offering. We accept the consequences."

Again the finality of his father's tone shocked Hiccup, his mind reeling at the consequences of this decision. He looked up and his eyes met the Elders. At that moment he knew, he knew that however hard he struggled or tried to avoid it fate had a laid out a plan for him. It was time to stop running, stop hiding. It was time to face what the Gods had planned for him and he sighed as he pushed himself free of Astrid to stand on his own. His eyes met the Elders again.

"Take me, I am ready," he said simply.

"Hiccup...what...," Astrid said in alarm as he freed himself from her. At the same time his father spun round to look at him.

"Hiccup...no...I meant what I said. The tribe accepts the consequences, they..." but his protests were cut short by Hiccups calm voice.

"But I don't," Hiccup said meeting his father's eyes.

"Hiccup..." Stoick tried again, fear rising in him at the look in his son's eyes and reached for him but Hiccup stepped back, looking at his father his green eyes sad as he made his decision. Hiccup looked across at the Elder.

"I am still the nominated sacrifice for my tribe and I'm willing to give myself to the gods so that they can live. Is there still time?" He asked his voice calmer then it should have been.

The Elders closed her eyes in deep sadness and nodded her head gently.

"Yes there is still time," she said her voice laced with anguish at what the boy was asking her to do. She turned her eyes to the sky once again. It was dark with angry storm clouds and the lowering sun hidden by their dark embrace as the seventh day began its decline. Thor was still there, watching, waiting, waiting for the last sacrifice to be made. She looked back at Hiccup her eyes sad.

"We must hurry," she said.

Hiccup nodded and then turned to Astrid. Their eyes met and he smiled at her, taking her shaking hands in his own. Her eyes began to fill with tears. She knew what he planned to do.

"Hiccup no," Astrid exclaimed in a frightened voice as she grabbed hold of his hands desperately.

He smiled at her again and she collapsed into his arms sobbing. He held her tightly.

"Astrid, I'm honoured that the tribe chose me over themselves but I have to do this. It's my duty to them. Please understand," he said quietly.

"Hiccup please...please, don't do this...," she sobbed.

Hiccup squeezed her tighter. The pain of his wounds nothing to him now compared to the pain in his heart as he held the only woman he had ever loved close to him.

"I love you Astrid, I always have," he said as he buried his face in her hair.

"I...I have to go Astrid."

"No...no you don't...Hiccup please...please...what will I do without you?" she sobbed harder holding him tighter, burying her face in his chest. If she held him tight he wouldn't be able to leave her.

"You'll do what you always do. Fight on...live. Live for me," he said his voice failing as he pulled away.

He kissed the top of her forehead.

"Thank you...thank you for choosing me," he said his voice thick with emotion as he hugged her tightly one last time and then slowly began to unwrap her arms from him. She made to grab at him, latch onto his tunic, desperate to keep hold but she was pulled away by Gobber. Gobber looked at his apprentice for a brief moment and then turned his head away in grief holding tightly to the now struggling Astrid.

"Hiccup you're not doing this, I won't let you," Stoick said, panic evident in his voice as Hiccup moved slowly towards the Elder.

Hiccup looked at him again and they shared a look that Stoick would remember till the end of his days. The sense of duty that he had tried so hard to instil in his son was now there in his eyes, burning brightly as Hiccup looked at his father. Stoick should have been rejoicing to see the chief that his son was destined to be shine through but he was not. The duty that he had desperately wanted Hiccup to understand was about to take him from him forever.

"Dad...please...please don't make this harder than it already is," Hiccup said his voice chocking as he looked at his father for the last time.

Stoick made to grab his son but at a desperate look from Hiccup the Elder signalled to the guards around her to block and hold him. In fact they moved to separate them all from Hiccup. Hiccup looked at her in gratitude.

Toothless had now begun to realise that something was terribly wrong with his rider and began to come forward, towards Hiccup. He began to bark in concern as the guards surrounded him and lay low with a growl ready to pounce and blast them out of the way to get to Hiccup.

"**Toothless No**," Hiccup shouted and at his friends command Toothless held back the deadly blast.

Hiccup limped forward and placed his hand on Toothless's snout, just as he had done the first time they had met. Toothless closed his eyes and whimpered a little as he leaned into the touch.

"Toothless...this won't help me. I have to do this...I don't have a choice." Hiccup said as he leaned into the dragon and wrapped his arms around his thick neck.

"Please bud this is hard enough. I need you to understand. I need you to be strong for me. I'm relying on you to look after Astrid and my father for me...when I'm gone," Hiccup said his voice finally giving into the grief as he said the last of his goodbyes.

"Promise me," he said as he pulled back and looked Toothless in the eye.

Toothless's eyes widened in understanding and let out a small sad chirp of agreement.

"Thank you bud...for everything," Hiccup said finally before stepping back and letting the guards come forward again.

"Hold him but please don't hurt him," Hiccup said as tears began to fall down his face as Toothless began to let out panicked barks as Hiccup moved away and he was secured by the guards.

Hiccup looked at the sky and noticed that the light was fading fast. Time was running out. Trying to ignore the cries from his loved ones and friends as they fought to break free and reach him Hiccup looked at the Elder his eyes heavy with sadness now.

"One request," he said in a small voice.

"Not here, not in front of them," and bowed his head in final resignation. The Elder nodded and began to walk across the beach to where a rocky spur jutted out. Hiccup followed, his feet feeling heavy as he made his final walk. One of the guards followed behind them.

As they moved away he squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out the anguished cries and shouts as they called for him to come back, telling him that he didn't need to do this, that they loved him. Their cries tore at his heart and he felt it break. This was the hardest and last thing he would ever do. He wanted it over with. He wanted the pain gone.

They rounded the spur and the Elder turned to him.

"Are you ready," she said in a barely audible voice.

Hiccup didn't answer he just fell to his knees and bowed his head, hugging his injured right arm close to his body with his left.

The guard that had followed them took up a position behind him and slowly drew a blade from his belt. He looked at the Elder who nodded slightly before glancing back up at the sky. The guard gently laced his fingers in the boy's hair and pulled his head and body back against his own. Hiccup made no resistance, just squeezed his eyes shut. He could feel the thin form trembling against him and the guard swallowed nervously before tilting the boy's head back and to the side, exposing his throat. As he placed the sharp edge of the blade against the boy's throat the boy let out a small whimper but made no further sound. He felt his eyes prick with tears. He was a hardened battle veteran, used to the sight of blood and death and had taken many a life in his time as a warrior before seeking the quiet and refuge of the temple but this was different, this was not a warrior felled in battle. This was a young man kneeling before him, unbound, giving his life freely and waiting patiently to die. He felt his nerve begin to break. Never had he been required to take the life of a child.

He glanced down at the boy again and felt shame rise in him as he admired the boy's bravery and courage. He dishonoured this brave youth with his fear and with this thought he steeled himself for what his duty required him to do. He would make it quick, just like he did with the animal sacrifices. He would not let the boy suffer. Pressing the knife firmer against the boy's throat he looked at the Elder, waiting for the signal to proceed.

The Elder began to repeat the prayer of offering.

"Thor, accept this child's courage and sacrifice, freely given to you to show his tribes dedication and commitment to peace. Do you accept what is freely given?"

She looked to the sky.

Hiccup squeezed his eyes shut tighter and waited for the end.


	17. Future

**Chapter 17 – Future**

As the clouds rolled back and the evening sun turning the shingle from white to a deep shade of blood red there should have been rejoicing and celebration as the offering period came to an end. The storm that had raged since the Time of offering had begun was now gone, the sky left clear and promising. It was a sign that Thor had accepted the offerings made to him and that he had left for another year, freeing the sky from his iron grip to allow a new year to be born. However, there were no celebrations, no happiness experienced by those that witnessed it. To them it did not symbolise rebirth. It symbolised pain and death, the pain of hearts forever broken and the evidence that a terrible price had been paid.

Stoick looked to the sky as he watched Thor depart and he felt the world around him crumble. He had seen this many times at the end of the offering time, and had often raised a mug of mead in celebration with his fellow Chiefs, but not this time. This time he wanted to take his sword and plunge it into his heart to end the pain that had settled there. Thor was gone, bestowing his blessing upon them but he knew. He knew that it could only mean one thing. His son was dead.

At this realisation he let out a mournful cry and howled at the gods in anguish before collapsing in the arms of the temple guards that still held him. His weight became too much for them in the end and he fell to the ground still howling his grief, digging his clawed hands painfully into the shingle in anguish. He sobbed, sobbed so hard he thought his lungs would burst. Why...why had this happened? He may not have always realised how much he loved Hiccup or treated him in a way a father should, but he had tried to make amends. Tried to be the father that Hiccup needed, but just when progress had been made he had been taken from him. In the blink of an eye he had let him slip through his fingers and lost the one thing that had meant the world to him. No man should have to bury their own child but he was cursed, cursed to lose his wife and now his son. Both dying bravely, but both still lost to him forever.

Till now Gobber had kept his hold on the struggling Astrid but at hearing the grief stricken howl from his friend's lips his arms had become heavy and fallen to his side. He too had seen the sky clear like this before. He too knew what Stoick's howl of grief meant. He just couldn't bring himself to believe it, but there was no other explanation. Hiccup...was dead.

As Gobber's arm relaxed Astrid pulled herself free and flung herself towards Stoick, landing on her knees beside him. She grabbed his arm with both hands and held onto him tightly, clutching desperately. She had heard his cry but her mind couldn't comprehend what it meant. She looked at him, eyes wide seeking an answer other than the one she knew deep down in her heart she was avoiding.

"Chief...?" she choked, the sound of desperation evident in her voice.

"Chief..." she said again.

The panic began to rise in her as he did not turn to her and his shoulders continuing to shake violently with his sobs. She clung more desperately to him now, her mind reeling. No...No it couldn't be true. Hiccup wouldn't...couldn't be... Then Stoick turned to her and her world ended.

"He's gone Astrid...my son...Hiccup is gone," he said quietly his throat tight with grief.

At those words she flung herself into his arms and sobbed harder then she had ever done before. She wanted to die, the horror of her grief overwhelming her as she heard those terrible words. She felt Stoick's strong arms wrap around her and rock her as her own howls of grief joined his.

Around them the rest of them stayed silent. Some cried, some hugged each other but all unable to comprehend what had just taken place. After everything they had been through, everything they had fought to save the end had been the same. The reality of what Hiccup had done for them was just too much to take in, the thought that he was dead too much to accept. From that moment they realised that life would never be the same again.

* * *

><p>It was sometime later that a figure appeared from the other side of the rocky spur. She moved slowly towards them and was nearly upon them before Gobber noticed her approach.<p>

"Stoick," he said, his voice strained from the emotion of what he was trying to come to terms with.

Absently Stoick looked up from where he held the shaking and sobbing Astrid close to him. His own shoulders still shaking as tears continued to poor down his face, soaking his beard. He watched the Elders approach and an intense feeling of anger grew within him. How dare she come to him, how dare she even think to speak to him after what she had allowed to happen. He wanted to strike the old woman down, make her pay for the loss of Hiccup but at this thought he felt a warm breeze on his face, like a hand caressing his cheek and immediately the anger died away.

A vision of Hiccup came to him, his green eyes dark with disapproval and disappointment as he looked at his father, a father who was making yet another rash decision. Stoick felt shame rise within him. A strange feeling as it mingled with his sorrow but he understood its meaning. Hiccup had made the ultimate sacrifice for them to ensure peace would prevail and here he was ready to sully that sacrifice with such terrible violence. Hiccup had chosen his path it wasn't the Elders fault. She had just carried out the will of the Gods as was her duty. Did he really have the right to argue with them even though the cost had been so high?

She reached them and looked deeply at the group taking in their grief.

"Chief Stoick the offering period has past, Thor has blessed your tribe and accepted your sacrifice," she said her voice measured and even.

Stoick looked at her once then turned his head away, holding Astrid tighter.

"The price was too high," he managed to choke out.

Gobber came forward and placed a sad hand on his friends shoulder. The loss of Hiccup was still something that his mind could not accept. It was a terrible nightmare that he would soon wake from. In his mind he saw Hiccup as he remembered him. Bouncing up and down in excitement, they way he always did when he was explained the details of his next crazy plan or invention. For a moment he almost believed it was real but then reality came back to him and Gobber shook his head. It would never be like that again, it would never be the same. He looked at the Elder, silent tears streaming down his face.

"D...Did he suffer?...Was...was it quick?" he managed to say before his throat seized up and he griped his friends shoulder tighter as Stoick gave another great heaving sob.

The Elder looked at them again surveying the group closely, their loss great and evident. Then she smiled.

"You can ask him that yourselves," she said.

It took a little while for her words to sink in but gradually they did.

Stoick looked up, the anger back now. How dare she...was this some kind of sick joke. He was about to say something when Gobber's hand tightened on his shoulder again.

"Stoick...Stoick look," Gobber said urgently pointing with his hook. The rest of the group let out a gasp and Stoick had to lean to the side to see around the Elder.

"Oh...dear Odin...it can't be...," he breathed.

Astrid heard this and she pulled herself from the cocoon of grief that she had brought around herself and looked to where everyone was focused. Before she was even aware of her actions she had ripped herself from Stoick's grasp and was running, stumbling across the uneven surface of the beach.

Around the outcrop had appeared the large figure of the guard that had followed Hiccup and the Elder. Limping and leaning heavily on his arm for support was a tall, thin figure in a burnt and blackened tunic.

Astrid was upon them in a blink of an eye and she threw her arms around Hiccups neck, hugging him tight enough to knock the breath from him. If he even still had breath to give? Her sudden weight brought them both to their knees on the stony surface.

"H...Hiccup...oh Gods please tell me it's you...please tell me this is real," Astrid sobbed as she held him tight.

Gingerly he lifted his arms and wrapped them around her.

"It's real...I'm real..." he said quietly as he tried his best to hold her.

"Gods Hiccup...I...I thought I had lost you," she sobbed into his shoulder, her embrace almost suffocating him.

He buried his own face in her shoulder and tried to comfort her.

"Astrid...I'm alright...I...I think it's over," he said in a shaky voice as he held her back, the warm feel of her body against his making this feel real, making him feel alive.

She pulled back from him a little and placed her hand to his face to caress his pale cheek.

"Oh Gods Hiccup, tell me this isn't a dream. Tell me you really are here. Tell me I'm not going to wake up and find you gone," she said leaning into him and touching her forehead to his, closing her eyes, praying.

Hiccup leaned into her and kissed her lips gently.

"Is that real enough for you?" He said before leaning into her and closing his own eyes.

There was the rapid crunching of feet across the shingle as the others ran towards them. His father reached them first and as he did so he sank to his own knees beside his son. He reached out a tentative, shaking hand and paused for a moment before running his hand through his son's hair.

"Hiccup...," he said quietly, afraid that this would turn out to be a vision sent to taunt him, afraid that Hiccup would vanish at his touch but the form before him gave a small smile and placed its hand on his own. The hand was cold but real. Stoick let out a cry of relief and threw his arms around both Hiccup and Astrid, drawing them both into a tight embrace.

"Oww...Dad...can't breathe," Hiccup managed to say from within his fathers bear like hug. Stoick released the pressure a little but did not let his son go.

"Hiccup...I thought...I thought you were...," he started to say but could not finish.

Hiccup looked at his father.

"I nearly was Dad...I'm not quite sure what happened," he said uncertainly.

Stoick smiled in relief and happiness at Hiccup. He didn't care what had happened. He didn't care if Hiccup had changed his mind at the last minute. All he cared about was that he was alive.

"It doesn't matter Hiccup, no one will think less of you for changing your mind. All that matters is that you're alive and back with us," he said leaning in and placing a chaste fatherly kiss to the top of his son's head but at this Hiccup shook his head and pulled back.

"No Dad...you don't understand. I didn't change my mind. I...I won't deny I was terrified but I was fully prepared to go through with it but just as I was expecting the knife to take my life the Elder said...said it was over."

Stoick looked at his son and saw that he was telling the truth. Hiccup was confused that much was clear. The news that Hiccup had come so close to death made his insides cold but he had no explanation to give his son.

Hiccup then hung his head a little as though in shame and his voice lowered to barely a whisper.

"Maybe...maybe I did something wrong. Maybe I was...my fear made me...made me unworthy," he finished his eyes on the ground.

Stoick hugged his son tighter.

"Oh my boy, no one can ever think that. Your bravery today would put any hardened warrior to shame," he said his voice choked with pride this time rather then grief.

Hiccup looked up at him and then to Astrid.

"I just don't understand," he said simply before looking around for the Elder. She was standing just outside the little circle, waiting. As he looked at her she shuffled forwards.

"Explain," Stoick said as she reached them.

"Chief Stoick I will try to explain all but first let me say that in all my years of serving this temple I have never borne witness to an event like this. Your son is truly blessed by the gods. There is no doubt in my mind now," she said as she looked at father and then to son.

"Hiccup your sacrifice was fully accepted by the Gods and will ensure that you and your tribe are blessed for many years to come."

Hiccup shook his head.

"But...but what sacrifice? Nothing happened. Wasn't I meant to die?" He said still uncertain and confused.

She nodded.

"I must confess that I thought the same and indeed if you had died in the offering pyre that may well have been the case but I believe that something changed that."

Hiccup just continued to look at her in confusion. She smiled at him.

"Hiccup you were prepared on both occasions to give your life for your tribe, no one doubts that. Few could have found the courage to do what you have done today, but here on this beach your actions made all the difference. You chose to make the ultimate sacrifice and give everything for your tribe. You willingly offered your life without coerce or question and knelt on this very beach, unbound and allowed the sacrificial knife to be pressed to you. You did not fight or struggle you just waited, waited for the gods to take you. In your own mind the sacrifice had been made, you had accepted your death, accepted that you would leave this world, your future, friends, family and love ones behind. All that remained was the act itself. That was the sacrifice that Gods accepted in the end. They did not require your actual life, your willingness and courage to give it, to give up everything was enough."

Hiccup looked at Astrid and she saw the confusion on his face and then she noticed it. The thin red line on the side of his neck and she reached up to touch it. Her fingers came back tinted red, red with his blood.

"Oh Gods Hiccup...its true...its all true," she stammered as she realised how close she had come to loosing him.

"It was the only thing to do to save the tribe," he said, his voice quiet but still laced with the determination that she had heard and seen in him before.

She drew him to her once again, overwhelmed at what he had been prepared to do, and now she was determined. More determined than she had ever been in her life, determined that now they had given him back to her she would never let him out of her sight ever again.

Hiccup looked up to the Elder again.

"So...is it over? Is the tribe safe? Can...can I go home?" He asked desperate to hear her say the words, desperate to see truth and not lies in her face.

She smiled and nodded before bowing to him.

"Yes Hiccup it is over. The gods have blessed your tribe and you and they are free," she said and he felt his heart swell with joy and finally immense relief as the new reality flooded over him. It was over it was really, finally over this time. He could go home.

At this the group broke into loud cheers and celebration. The nightmare was finally over.

* * *

><p>The celebrations on the beach continued for several long minutes and there were many hugs, handshakes and slaps on the back between them as they began to fully realise that the terrible events of the last few days had past.<p>

Hiccup endured it all whilst still being held tightly by Astrid. She would not let him go. Not that he was complaining, to feel her so close made him feel alive. Made this all feel real but he was tiring fast. His body and mind starting to fail him now, unable to take the pressure and abuse that they had been subjected to any longer. He felt his vision begin to cloud but before he could let people know what was wrong a strong pair of hands looped under his arms and tried to lift him to his feet. At first he tried to protest but at their insistence he allowed himself to pulled upright. He tried to stand he really did but just as he had made it to his feet he was falling again. As he collapsed the celebratory voices faded and then ceased altogether.

"Hiccup...Hiccup...," he heard Astrid say and he sluggishly opened his eyes, looking up at a swimming sea of faces above him. She was beside him now, his father beside her. They both were looking down at him in concern and alarm.

"S...sorry," mumbled trying to find a way to explain what was wrong but he just couldn't form the words. He was too exhausted.

The Elder then appeared and he could just make out her face as she placed a gentle hand on his shoulder and smiled.

"Rest Hiccup, it's over now," she said in understanding and at this simple instruction he closed his eyes and for the second time that day the world went dark.

* * *

><p>Hiccup let out an inward groan as his body began to push him unwillingly towards consciousness. He just wanted to rest, sleep for a year if necessary but it seemed that his body was having none of it. As he began to wake he realised that there were voices around him. The voices were hushed as though the owners were trying not to disturb him, one male and one female but it was too late and he cracked his eyes open cautiously.<p>

He tried to take in where he was. He was laying down on what he supposed was a bed, a thick warm fur pulled up to his chest. The room was small and dimly lit by candle light. It was also quiet, apart from the hushed whispering voices. He recognised them now as Symon's and Astrid's and they were coming from a little to the left of the bed. He opened his eyes fully now and turned his head to see them. They were standing close to a doorway talking quietly to each other.

"Shhhh you'll wake him if you're not careful," Symon said placing a finger to his lips.

"I know, I know. I'm just worried," Astrid said and the sound of her voice made his heart beat faster and he smiled. It was good to be alive.

"Can't a Viking get any sleep around here?" He said quietly, his voice laced with amusement as he let the pair know that he was awake.

They looked across at him in surprise and he smiled at them. They were both at his side in a heartbeat and looking at him with concern. Astrid came to his side and took his hand tightly in her own.

"Oh thank Thor," she said in relief as she raised her other hand to stroke his hair.

"I think Thor has done quite enough with me for one day," Hiccup said jokingly.

Astrid smiled at him and playfully pushed his shoulder in a feeble attempt at her normal punch. He let out a soft chuckle but it ended in a coughing fit. Astrid's face turned to concern and she let his hand go to pick up a cup of water from the table beside the bed. She brought it to his lips and supported his head as he drank gratefully. When he was done she placed the cup back on the table and looked hard at him.

"I was beginning to think you wouldn't wake," she said.

Hiccup looked at her and frowned.

"Why, how long have I been asleep?" He asked.

"Two days. Ever since you collapsed on the beach," Symon said.

"Two days!" Hiccup exclaimed in alarm. How could he have been asleep for two days? What had happened whilst he had slept? Had it all been a dream or was it real?

Astrid noticed the frantic look in his eyes and squeezed his hand in comfort, realising that he probably didn't remember much.

"It's all right Hiccup it's over. The tribe is safe and the boats are being repaired as we speak. As soon as they're fixed we can go home," she said smiling at him.

Hiccup calmed down at this news.

"So it wasn't a dream," he said in relief as he tried to lift his right arm, wincing in pain as he moved a little too quickly.

"No definitely not a dream," he said before trying again, more gently this time and noticed the thick white bandages around it. He looked at them remembering why they were there and how the injury had been gained.

Astrid looked at the bandages as well and quickly turned her head away. She hated seeing them. It reminded her of how close she had come to losing him and her heart still ached at the prospect. She felt tears prick her eyes at the thought and she kept her eyes averted from him, not wanting him to see her break down.

Hiccup saw this and reached out to take her hand in his, squeezing it gently.

"Hey. It's Ok," he said trying to comfort her.

Seeing that they needed a moment alone Symon stood.

"I'll go tell the Elder and your father that you're awake," he said moving to the door and leaving.

When they were alone Hiccup tugged Astrid's hand to get her to look at him.

"Astrid..?"

He didn't feel strong enough to sit up just yet but he wanted her to look at him. At getting no response from her he tried to do just that. He didn't get far because Astrid looked at him then and placed her hands firmly on his shoulders to keep him down.

"Don't you dare," she said fiercely.

"Astrid...," he started to say again and then stopped as he noticed the silent tears rolling down her cheeks.

"Y...you stupid...you idiot...," she said brokenly and Hiccup noticed an edge of anger to her voice.

At first he was confused. What had he done to get her angry and then he realised. He had scared her and Astrid didn't like being scared.

"Astrid, help me to sit," he said gently.

At first it looked like she was about to protest but in the end she sat beside him and put an arm around his shoulders helping him to sit. She placed a pillow behind him once he was upright and then looked away again.

Now sitting he reached again for her hand. She did not pull away but refused to look at him. He then reached up with his bandaged arm and gently stroked her cheek.

"Astrid, look at me. Don't make me get out this bed and come round to you," he said hoping that his threat would make her look at him. It did.

She turned to him and he saw the tears once again. This time he brushed them aside with his bandaged hand.

"Astrid it's alright. It's over now," he said gently.

She leaned into his touch and closed her eyes, squeezing his hand tighter.

"It nearly wasn't...I thought I had lost you...back on the beach. When you left us I felt my heart break...I...I was so frightened...frightened that I was going to lose you," she said, her voice wavering with emotion.

Hiccup understood. He had felt the same in his heart. The walk away from them had been the hardest thing he had ever done. Not only in that he had believed he was walking to his death but that he was leaving his love ones behind and would never see them again.

"I know Astrid...I felt the same. It was difficult...so difficult to do, but you understand why I had to do it," he said.

She nodded against his palm.

"Why Hiccup...why does it always have to be you?" She said looking at him now, her deep blue eyes fixed on him.

Hiccup gave a small smile.

"I don't know Astrid. I wish I did but I don't. Guess I'm just destined to be unusual and difficult."

He had meant it as a joke, referring to his 'Hiccupness' but she continued to look at him deeply and seriously.

"Hiccup it's not a joke. You're different in every sense of what a Viking is meant to be. You don't look like a Viking. You don't act like a Viking. You don't following the rules or care for traditions. You push the boundaries of what we think is the norm and you will stand when others would turn and run. I think the Elder is right I think that the Gods really do have a plan for you."

Hiccup dropped his eyes to his lap taking in her words and his heart gave a lurch. What she said was true, he couldn't deny it but it was the way she had said it. It was almost as though it frightened her, hell it frightened him but did that mean...was she saying that it was too much for her? Had she changed her mind about him?

"Is that a bad thing?" He said uncertainly and began to lower his hand from her face but she grabbed it and held it firm.

"No and that's what makes me love you as much as I do," she said.

He looked up at her and their eyes met, the love they had for each other was so evident, so raw in that look that in that instance all doubt and fears passed.

She smiled at him and cupped his face with her free hand.

"I like you being different Hiccup and I don't care what future the Gods have planned for you. All that matters is that you're mine. One thing is going to change from now on though. If they want you then they will have to take me along for the ride because I'm not letting you out of my sight ever again. You may be the most unorthodox Viking that has ever lived but you're my unorthodox Viking and I love you."

Hiccup raised his hand to cup the back of her head and pulled her closer to him.

"I love you Astrid, I love you so much it hurts deep inside," he said his voice raw with emotion as he placed the hand he held against his chest, over his pounding heart.

They were close now and could feel each other's fast warm breath against each other's skin. Their eyes met and then their lips, both leaning desperately into each other as they met somewhere in the middle. It was different this time. Not the tentative nervous kiss of teenagers still finding their way in love but the deep tender, passionate kiss of two adults realising fully for the first time how deeply their love really ran.

As they broke away slowly they kept eye contact with each other and shared a smiled. Hiccup raised his hand and tenderly brushed a strand of Astrid's hair from her face.

"Wow," he said a little breathless and she smiled, still panting a little.

The passion of the kiss had taken them both by surprise.

"I should get myself in mortal peril more often," he said but quickly leaned back when he saw Astrid's arm twitch and a well recognised smile curl at the corner of her mouth. The smile he normal got before receiving a punch on the arm.

"I'm Kidding," he said quickly.

"I'm glad," a deep voice said from the doorway. Hiccups father was standing there and Hiccup wondered for how long. He had a strange wistful look on his face as he looked between the pair. He came forward then and took a place on the other side of the bed.

"How are you feeling?" Stoick asked as he looked Hiccup over.

"Sore," Hiccup said honestly.

Stoick nodded, it was to be expected and it upset him to see Hiccup in pain but to see him awake and talking was a great comfort and relief. Stoick reached out a hand to stroke gently at Hiccups hair.

"Oh my boy, you do know how to give your old man grey hair I'll give you that," he said affectionately.

"Sorry," Hiccup said, feeling guilty that he caused his father distress.

Stoick's face became hard.

"Don't be. What you have done and achieved for the tribe these last few days is beyond comprehension. Thanks to you the tribe is safe and able to cement many treaties to protect and ensure it prospers for many years. Then there is the Gods blessings that you have earned for us," he said as he looked at Hiccup.

He took a deep breath not sure if this was the right moment but needing to ask the question that he had set himself to ask.

"Hiccup, I think you're ready to take over from me...if you want to," he said earnestly and looked deeply at his son.

Hiccups eyes opened wide in alarm.

"W...What! What now...take over now?" He stammered glancing between Astrid and his father in panic.

"If you want to...if you feel ready," his father said continuing to look at him hard.

Hiccup looked at his father in disbelief.

"Dad I'm honoured, I really am but I'm not ready. Hell I've only just stated to take everything seriously. I've still got so much to learn from you and there are things I still want to see, to do before I become chief," he said quickly.

He said the last part whilst looking at Astrid. She smiled at him as if in understanding. There was something he wanted to do and it would be soon. He had promised himself that and he wouldn't delay much longer. He just needed to get everything in place before he took the plunge. He looked back at his father.

"Is that...is that Ok?" He said tentatively hoping that he hadn't offended his father in refusing.

Stoick gave him a broad smile and placed a hand on his shoulder in reassurance.

"Its fine Hiccup, more than fine in fact and I'm please to hear to talk like that. I'll make a diplomat of you yet," he said still smiling

He then paused.

"I've always loved you Hiccup and I know that have not always shown it. I'm ashamed to say that when you were younger I was embarrassed of you but I was wrong, so wrong. I didn't understand you back then like I do now. I want you to understand that in all my years as chief its not what I've done as a leader that I see as my greatest achievement its having you as my son. I'm proud of you Hiccup and I know your mother would be to," he said sombrely.

"Can you forgive me?"

Hiccup looked at him and then leaned forwards, reaching for his father and drew him into an awkward hug as Stoick leaned towards him.

"Dad, I never blamed you in the first place of course I forgive you," he said before pulling back and looking at his father.

At the mention of his mother Hiccup was about to tell him of his experience just after Toothless had pulled him from the flames but at seeing his fathers look Hiccup thought better of it. He would tell him later.

Stoick smiled and nodded before squeezing Hiccups shoulder once more and standing.

"Get some rest we still have a few days before we can go home so make the most of it."

Then he looked at Hiccup again, a serious but contented look on his face.

"I meant what I said Hiccup. You will make a great chief, and be the best of us I'll wager, but there is plenty of time. When the time is right, when you think you're ready we will talk again but your still young and I understand."

Hiccup looked at him in gratitude at his words

"Thanks Dad."

Stoick smiled again and left. Leaving the two alone one again. As he made his way down the corridor and out of the healer's quarters he was met by a temple guard.

"Chief Stoick, the Elder has requested your presence in the council chamber," he said with a small bow.

Stoick nodded in acknowledgement.

"I take it a meeting has been called."

The guard nodded.

"Yes, she said to tell you that the council are meeting to carry out the out casting of the Hysteric and Berserker tribes following your presentation of evidence."

Stoick's face split into a grin at this.

"She also said to tell you that once this has been done the receding of a certain law was to be discussed."

Stoick's grin grew even wider.

"I better not keep them waiting then," he said and with that set off towards the main hall a slight bounce in his step.

In a dramatic turn around to their plight only a few days before this day was certainly turning out to be a good one.


	18. Healing

**Chapter 18 – Healing**

So far Hiccup's morning had been going well. His father had been by to tell him that thanks to the other tribes the repairs to the damaged ships had been completed well ahead of schedule and the healer had informing him that she thought some fresh air and exercise would do him good. Together this could mean only one thing. That as soon as Hiccup proved he was fit enough to travel they could leave for home.

However despite his eagerness to leave his bed and escape to the outside world Astrid had insisted that she change his bandages before they left. She had been gone for about twenty minutes and he was passing the time by sketching possible ring designs in his notebook. He knew that he could buy one from a trader but he wanted to make her one himself, it would be more special that way. Materials might be an issue and no doubt he would have to speak to Gobber but he had decided that for once he would do something the traditional way and he wanted to do it right.

Hearing footsteps in the corridor outside his room Hiccup quickly closed the book and hid it under his pillow. It was probably Astrid and he didn't want her to see what he had been doing.

He looked up as Astrid entered the room, her arms laden with fresh bandages and he groaned inwardly as she deposited them onto the bed beside him. He knew he should be grateful for her help but he couldn't help wishing that Symon was the one doing it. The apprentice was a trainee healer and no doubt would be much quicker at changing bandages than Astrid but he had been called away that morning by his other temple duties. Leaving Hiccup in her care.

She helped him swing his legs over the side of the bed so that he was sitting on the edge and then proceeded to roll up his left trouser leg to get to the old bandages underneath. Astrid was methodical as she removed the soiled fabric and began to wrap the new strip in place. As she did so Hiccup caught a look at his burned skin and wrinkled his nose at the sight. The wounds had been cleaned of dirt and soot and parts of his leg looked red and raw. There was still some evidence of blisters but despite the wounds being stiff and still a little painful he was healing quickly thanks to the use of the Night Fury saliva that he had given Symon. It was possible that he might have some residual scars but the healer couldn't be certain, only time would tell. All in all he wasn't in bad shape considering his experiences.

Hiccup tried to hold back his impatience as Astrid fussed over the tightness of the bandage. When she was happy she picked up his prosthetic from beside the bed and secured it in place. Although his left calf had been badly burnt Hiccup was relieved that the damage was above where the straps to his prosthetic went. This meant that he would be able to walk around more or less in comfort and without a crutch. Although he suspected that flying might have to wait a while.

Astrid now moved her attention to his arm and he was glad that he hadn't bothered putting on a tunic that morning. She lifted his arm gently and unpicked the knot of the bandage. As he watched her work he had to admit that she was doing a good job but he still felt frustrated at the delay.

Astrid huffed in annoyance as the bandage she had been winding round his arm twisted and she began to unwrap it again, making a second attempt to get it right.

"Nearly done," she said.

Hiccup bit his tongue and held back the sharp comment that had nearly escaped his lips, knowing that he would have instantly regretted it. Astrid was doing her best and he was grateful for her help but his impatience was growing. He needed to be outside in the sunshine not stuck in doors. No one seemed to understand that he was sick of the sight of four walls. He had been stuck inside either as a prisoner or as a patient for more days then he cared to count. He just wanted to get out, see the sun, feel the breeze on his face and appreciate all the things that he had taken for granted before.

He was also desperate to see Toothless, Camicazi and Thuggory. He wanted to talk to them, explain his actions and check that they were Ok but ultimately he wanted to find out how mad they were at him. He hadn't seen any of them since the day of offering and he was worried.

Finally Astrid finishing tying the last of the bandages in place and leaned back to look critically at her handy work. Satisfied she handed him his tunic.

"There all done. How does it feel? "She asked as she helped him struggle into the garment.

"Fine, can we go now?" He said abruptly, his frustration and impatience finally bubbling to the surface.

A hurt look crossed Astrid face and he instantly regretted his tone. He quickly grabbed hold of her hand and squeezed it in apology.

"I'm sorry Astrid. I didn't mean to sound so snippy. I'm just desperate to get out of here. This place is driving me crazy."

She smiled at him, and then leaned down to kiss his cheek.

"You're a terrible patient," she said still smiling as she leaned down and helped him to pull on his boot.

Hiccup gave her one of his lopsided grins in reply.

When Hiccup was dressed Astrid leaned back with her hands on her hips and looked at him critically. Hiccup knew what she was doing she was trying to find any reason to doubt his fitness, to spot any issue that he was trying to keep from her that would suggest that leaving his sick bed was a bad idea.

"So am I good to go?" he asked after a few moments under her scrutiny and looked up at her with a hopeful expression.

She nodded.

"Ok, but only if you take it slowly."

He smiled broadly and stood quickly, completely disregarding her last instruction. As he did so a rush of blood to his head made him feel light headed and dizzy. He swayed dangerously and would have fallen if Astrid hadn't caught him.

"I said slowly," she chided gently as she held him upright.

"Sorry...that was little to quick wasn't it," he said with a small smile and waited for the pounding in his ears and the light headed feeling to pass. After a few moments he felt steadier.

"I'm ok now," he said looking at her.

Astrid positioned herself at his side.

"Right, now take it easy this time or I'll tie you to the bed for the rest of the week," her tone firm as she wrapped her arm around him as support.

Hiccup nodded his agreement quickly. He knew she meant it.

As they moved slowly out of the room and into the corridor Hiccup caught a glimpse of bright sunlight streaming around the door at the far end and he felt his heart quicken. He was finally going outside, and this time it would be as a free Viking, no guards, no impending doom no...A loud bang from the roof halted his train of thought. The noise came again, a loud solid heavy thud, and he couldn't help the smile that broke across his face. It was a sound he knew well. A sound that reminded him of home and early morning wake ups followed by exhilarating flights. It was the sound of a rather large and impatient dragon, a Night Fury to be precise, jumping up and down on a roof. Hiccup moved more quickly towards the door.

Astrid sped up with him, scolding him for moving too fast but Hiccup ignored her as he limped quicker towards freedom. Eventually she gave up and sped up with him, realising that he was too excited to listen. They reached the door and Hiccup was surprised to find it locked. He looked enquiringly at Astrid.

"The healer took to locking to door to try and stop Toothless from sneaking in," she said placing a key in the lock and turning it.

Hiccup looked upset at this and she quickly stepped in.

"Hiccup you have to remember that having dragons so close to Vikings is something these people just aren't used to. Your Dad thought it best to keep them away from the temple complex and set up camp on the beach but Toothless has refused to stay with the others. He keeps sneaking back to find you. The healer finally got fed up and locked the door so he couldn't get in. I think she feels its unsanitary or something for a dragon to be in a hospital."

"Why didn't anyone tell me?" Hiccup asked annoyed.

"Because we knew you'd act like this," Astrid said gesturing to him in frustration.

"Hiccup you needed to rest. If you'd known about Toothless you would have been leaping out of bed before you were ready."

She put her hands on her hips and looked at him sternly.

"You know I'm right."

Their eyes met but Hiccup didn't have the willpower for a flight and his stubbornness faded. He just wanted to get outside and see his best friend.

"Ok, you're right. Happy?" He said with a sigh, she knew him to well.

Astrid looked at him hard and then rolled her eyes as a now vocal Night Fury jumped on the roof again.

"Come on dragon conqueror, you've got a dragon to get off this roof before the healer makes him into a throw rug," she said shaking her head in mock despair.

He grinned stupidly at this and she pulled the door open. The hallway instantly flooded with light and they both squinted sharply as their eyes adjusted to the bright morning sun. There was also a crisp chill to the air that indicated that winter was not far behind the late autumn weather but the sun was warm on his face and as they took a few steps forwards Hiccup closed his eyes, enjoying the feel of it on his skin. It really was good to be alive.

His moment of enjoyment however was cut short by a low, angry and very familiar growl from above his head. He looked up cautiously to see a black flat head with narrowed green eyes glaring down at them.

"Hi bud," he said a little uncertainly. Anyone could see that Toothless wasn't in a good mood and Hiccup couldn't really blame him. The last time they had seen each other Hiccup had let the temple guards restrain him and he himself had thought he was about to die. It had been a traumatic parting for both of them.

"Toothless stop it," Astrid said sternly, then shook her head.

"He's been up there all morning. I had to throw his breakfast up to him when he wouldn't come down. Even your Dad tried to coax him down but he just crosses his paws and turns away from us," she said in annoyance as said dragon did just that.

"See what I mean," she said gesturing to Toothless.

"You know for such a famous dragon trainer you might want to train your own dragon a bit better," she said in frustration, looking at Hiccup.

Hiccup grinned at this. Toothless was as stubborn as he was and this was a classic Toothless sulk which Hiccup had seen many times before. He reached up a hand to his friend.

"Come on Bud, come down. I've missed you," he said gently and smiled as Toothless lifted his head to look at him.

The angry look softened a little and he stood, then with a leap and flare of his wings jumped off of the roof and onto the ground beside them. Several people stopped their activities around the complex to watch in awe as the Night Fury approached the boy, his tail swishing angrily behind him.

"Gently, he's not fully recovered," Astrid said firmly to Toothless as dragon and rider came face to face.

Toothless looked Hiccup up and down, sniffing him over. Assessing Hiccups condition carefully for himself.

"It's alright Bud, I'm nearly healed," Hiccup said as he placed a hand on the side of Toothless muzzle.

Toothless gave him one last quick glance up and down before huffed loudly and sitting down on his haunches, turning his head away from Hiccup as though he didn't care. Hiccup smiled again in amusement at his dragon's behaviour. He pouted and turned his head to the side to mimic Toothless.

"Aw are we sulking...big baby," he mocked as he cast Toothless a sly sideways glance.

Toothless did the same but realising he was copying Hiccup he huffed again and shifted a little further round.

Hiccup was fighting the urge not to laugh at his friend's behaviour and quickly formed a plan to get his attention. He gently unwrapped himself from Astrid and she looked at him questioningly.

'Trust me', he mouthed to her silently.

She looked at him again and her brow furrowing in confusion.

Hiccup moved slowly towards Toothless. He was confident this was going to work...well fairly confident. He was nearly close enough to touch him when Hiccup stumbled and fell forward. Toothless and Astrid gave a simultaneous cry of alarm but Toothless acted the quickest and caught him between his two front paws, wrapping his wings protectively around his rider. Hiccup laughed and Astrid growled in annoyance. He had taken her by surprise with the fall but she could see now that he had fallen purposely and away from his injured arm, putting his trust in Toothless's instinctive nature to protect him in order to get his attention. It had worked but she would be having strong words with him about it later. For now though she watched the reunion.

"See knew you couldn't stay mad at me for long," Hiccup said chuckling against the dragon as he found his feet.

Toothless gave a growl of annoyance at the trick but didn't let Hiccup go. Hiccup reached up and wrapped his arms as best he could around Toothless's neck, burying his face against his warm scales. He then spoke softly into his ear.

"I'm sorry for scaring you bud, I really am. It was hard...really hard to leave you all behind but my tribe... my duty is more important than my life. It was something I had to do."

He leaned back a little to look Toothless in the eye.

"Can you forgive me?"

Toothless responded with a purr and leaned down to nuzzle his face against Hiccups.

"Thanks bud," Hiccup said and smiled up at his friend.

Toothless's mouth split into a wide toothless grin and then without warning he stuck his long tongue out and proceeded to lick Hiccup from chest to face.

"Ewe...Toothless," Hiccup complained leaning back away from the dragon and trying to shake the fishy saliva off him. He gave the dragon an annoyed look.

"You know that doesn't wash out," he said shaking the loose saliva onto the ground. Astrid jumped back out of the line of fire before starting to laugh.

"It's not funny, " Hiccup said, his face looking stern as he glared at her but he couldn't keep it up and soon he was laughing along with her.

* * *

><p>The rest of the morning should have been spent resting and recovering but news quickly spread that Hiccup was out of his sick bed and it wasn't long before he was being swarmed with people shaking his hand and asking him dragon questions. Some were even talking about treaties and asking when they would be signed. Hiccup had no idea what they were talking about. Hiccup found the number of people still around the temple surprising. It was several days after the offering time had passed but it didn't seem like many tribes had returned home. Astrid tried her best to keep the crowds away but it was Toothless who stopped them eventually, growling at them as he wrapped protectively around Hiccup and Astrid. This caused the crowd to stop and move back with uncertain looks on their faces.<p>

"Toothless No," Hiccup said firmly, placing his hand on his head. Toothless flicked his ears in annoyance and continued to watch the group warily but he did stop growling.

Hiccup looked at Astrid uncertainly. The last thing they needed right now was an incident in the middle of the temple. No one was reaching for their weapons but they were looking at Toothless warily, it was a tense moment. Thankfully the arrival of his father broke the tension.

"**Come on, come on, move back everyone. Give the boy some room. He just got out of bed this morning for Odin's sake**," Stoick shouted gruffly as he pushed forwards and placed himself between the eager Vikings and Hiccup.

There were murmurings of apologies from everyone and they stepped back.

"Look I know your all eager to speak to Hiccup and I promise that as soon as he is ready he will answer your questions and sign your treaties," Stoick continued.

Hiccup glanced at his father in confusion.

"What treaties?"

His father looked down at him.

"I'll explain in a minute," he said before turning back to the crowd.

"We'll talk about it this evening at dinner but for now just let the boy rest and regain his strength."

The crowd looked around and nodded to each other in agreement before starting to disperse. When the last of them had moved away Hiccup looked again at his father.

"What did you mean by treaties?" He asked again in confusion.

Stoick smiled and indicated towards the lake that was just visible between two buildings.

"Let's sit down over there and I'll explain," he said.

Slowly they made their way towards the water and once there Astrid helped Hiccup to sit against the very bolder they had sat against a week before. They then joined him.

Stoick looked at his son closely. Hiccup looked tired which was to be expected but he also looked well, much better than he had expected after such a short time. He would check with the healer later but he was confident that Hiccup would be able to travel soon, maybe even the following day.

"You've become quite the celebrity," he said smiling at his son.

"I saw," Hiccup responded, looking at his father.

"Dad, what did they mean by treaties?"

Stoick smiled broadened.

"Normally people leave a day or so after the festivities finish but this year you might have noticed there are a few more people around then you might expect."

Hiccup nodded.

"Well everyone is in awe of what you went through and was prepared to do for us Hiccup but it's not just your bravery that they admire it's the way the gods have shown you their favour. They believe that you have been blessed."

Hiccup looked embarrassed at this. He didn't see what he had done as bravery he had just seen it as necessary. As for being blessed, well he wasn't sure about that. From his point of view it seemed more like he was cursed to keep ending up in these situations. He was about to protest but his father continued.

"Well they have stayed longer for one reason," Stoick said and placed a hand on Hiccups shoulder.

"You son, they have stayed longer because of you."

Stoick smiled again at the shocked and surprised look on Hiccups face.

"W..Why," Hiccup stammered.

Stoick shrugged, still smiling.

"They want your blessing," he said simply.

"**M...MY WHAT**," Hiccup spluttered loudly.

"Your blessing son, they all want to sign treaties with the Hooligans but they want your signature next to mine. They seem to think it will be good luck. That our good fortune with the gods will be their good fortune if they ally with us, with you to be me more precise."

Hiccup stared at his father in utter shock, momentarily lost for words. Then it dawned on him what his father had just said. His father was chief not him, not yet. His father had to find this a little humiliating to have to defer to his seventeen year old son in matters as serious as treaties. Hiccup started to feel terrible about what had happened. It was as though he was unwillingly undermining his father's authority.

"I...I'm sorry Dad...I never meant...never wanted. You must be furious," Hiccup said in remorse.

Stoick looked confused for a moment and then gently took hold of both Hiccups shoulders so he could look at him.

"Furious? I'm ecstatic. Hiccup think about it, with all these treaties our future is secure, safe. We will have guaranteed trade and allies for many, many years. Son you're the future of this tribe, you both are," he said glancing at Astrid who smiled and took Hiccups hand. Hiccup felt himself blush at his father's meaning but she squeezed her hand none the less.

Stoick continued.

"I know you don't feel ready to take over just yet Hiccup and I respect that but to have the other chiefs and their tribes recognise you and in such a way is fantastic news."

His father's words made sense and Hiccup smiled as he too began to realise the implications. With so many treaties in place not only would the tribe be prosperous but there would be peace as well. It had been a difficult and terrifying road and not one he wanted to repeat but they had finally achieved everything that they had set out to achieve when they left Berk.

Stoick prepared to stand but before he did so he looked at Hiccup again.

"I need to make final preparations for our departure. If you feel up to it and the healer says you're well enough we plan to leave sometime tomorrow."

Hiccup couldn't contain his eagerness and a broad smile broke across his face.

"Finally," he said in relief and excitement.

He wanted to get back to Berk as soon as possible and put the whole sorry mess behind him. He knew that he would have to come back at some point. As chief it would be a duty he could not avoid but right now he just wanted to get as far away from the Island of Thor as possible.

His father nodded and then turned to address Astrid.

"Make sure he rests," he ordered.

Astrid nodded.

"You got it Chief," she responded and looked hard at Hiccup.

Hiccup threw his good arm in the air.

"Fine, I'll rest," he said in defeat.

"You see that you do," his father said and with a final squeeze of his shoulder left Hiccup and Astrid alone.

* * *

><p>Astrid and Hiccup spent the rest of the morning sitting by the lake, enjoying each others company and watching Toothless chase insects around its edges. Eventually he got bored though and rolled onto his back, falling asleep in the sun.<p>

"Well someone's enjoying themselves," Astrid said as she carefully set down the flagon of water she had just pulled from the well and indicated to where Toothless now lay.

"He's not the only one," Hiccup said in contentment as he closed his own eyes and leant back against the rock.

He opened them again when he felt Astrid's hand on his forehead.

"How are you feeling?" She asked.

"Fine," he said, a little too quick to be convincing.

Astrid scowled.

"Ok, I'm a little tired," he admitted.

"Want to go back?" She asked.

Hiccup shook his head.

"No, I'm fed up of being trapped in doors. I'm happy here," he said squeezing her hand in reassurance and smiling warmly.

"In that case how about some lunch," and she opened the bundle she had been carrying with the flagon to show an assortment of bread and cheese.

Hiccup's stomach gave a health growl and Astrid laughed.

"I'll take that as a yes shall I," she said in amusement as she sliced him a chuck of cheese and broke the bread. She then poured a mug of water for each of them.

Hiccup took a bite of the cheese and chewed happily. After his initial hunger had been sated he turned to Astrid.

"Have you any idea where we might find Camicazi and Thuggory? I really need to see them and explain my reasons for what I did."

He had expected Astrid to give him an answer him but instead she grimaced and looked away.

"What's the matter?" He asked confused at her response.

Astrid was silent for a moment and then sighed deeply before turned back to him.

"It might be best to stay out of their way today," she said cautiously.

Hiccup frowned.

"Why? We might be leaving tomorrow. I don't want to go without seeing them."

Astrid sighed again and Hiccup began to get concerned.

"Their alright aren't they? They got out of the cell Ok didn't they?" He asked a little alarmed, thinking they might have hurt themselves or something.

Astrid nodded.

"Yeah they got out Ok. They managed to undo the hinges to the cell door. Took them a few hours but they got out in the end. It's just...well you know how Cami can get...she's wasn't too happy about the way they were trapped down there."

Hiccup shrugged.

"I can understand that Astrid but there's something else isn't there? What aren't you telling me?"

Astrid sighed again in resignation. She knew he would keep pushing if she didn't explain.

"Look I know why you did it and I don't think Thug is upset with you but Cami? Well you know she can get a little...well fiery when she gets upset."

Hiccup nodded a feeling of foreboding creeping up on him. He had known Camicazi since they were both very small. Both Astrid and Camicazi could be fiery when they got angry. With Astrid it was weapons, with Camicazi it was words. When her emotions got the better of her Camicazi was a force to be reckoned with.

"Just how upset are we talking?" He asked feeling afraid now. He guessed that they would be unhappy with him for not letting them help him but he had hoped that they wouldn't take it too badly, from the sound of it though Camicazi had done just that.

"Well she cornered Symon yesterday and when he wouldn't let her in to see you she threaten all manner of things and called him all manner of names for his part in what happened. He fled to the temple, to the Elder to be more precise. That's why he didn't change your bandages himself this morning. He's been hiding from Camicazi."

Hiccup groaned and put his head in his hands. This was not good news but Astrid continued and the news just got worse.

"I think the Elder got fed up with her this morning and told Bertha that if she didn't control her daughter better and stop her hounding her apprentice she would outcast them both personal. I think it was an empty threat but it did the trick."

Astrid looked over at Hiccup as he lifted his head from his hands. Where only a few moments before he had looked relaxed and calm he now looked pale and worried and she berated herself for telling him so soon. She had wanted to wait a little longer.

"Hiccup, look, don't worry. I don't think she's as mad as she's making out. You just scared her, you sacred all of us and you know how she is when she gets emotional. Thuggory isn't angry with you. In fact he's done everything to try and reason with her and calm her down. Give her another day and she'll be fine."

Hiccup chewed his lip nervously as he thought about how angry Camicazi was. He hadn't meant to hurt anyone just protect them, even if it was from themselves. He hated to think that his actions had cost him his friendship with the two heirs. He just hoped that Astrid was right and Camicazi wasn't as angry with him as she was making out. He tried to convince himself that it was just her way, acting over the top as always, at least he hoped so. They sat there in silence as they finished eating.

Once finished Astrid leaned closer to him and positioned herself to lie back against his chest. As she did so he wrapped his arms around her and placed his chin on top of her head, sighing in contentment and pushing the inevitable confrontation with his friends aside for the moment. The sun, the food and the comfortable position made them drowsy and it wasn't long before they both started to drift off to sleep. They had only closed their eyes for a few brief moments when an alarming shout came that made Hiccup jump and look at Astrid with wide fearful eyes.

**"HADDOCK"**

"Oh Gods," was all Hiccup could say. He knew that voice. High pitched, angry and most definitely female.

Astrid kissed him with a smile.

"It will be alright. I told you she's not as mad as she's making out," Astrid said before standing.

Hiccup grimaced and turned to look around the boulder. Camicazi did not look happy at all. Her hair was wild around her shoulders, which were heaving and her face was red and livid with anger. Despite Astrid's assurances Hiccup couldn't help being convinced that he was looking at a very, very angry female Viking who looked like she wanted to kill him.

He dived back around the boulder.

"She's got me convinced," he whimpered. He could hear rapid footsteps approaching now and squeezed his eyes shut.

Astrid just smiled and stepped forward to catch Camicazi in mid stomp.

"Stop it Cami, you know you're not really angry with him. You're just as relieved as the rest of us that he's Ok," she chided but kept a firm hand on her friend's shoulders as she tried to shrug Astrid off to get to Hiccup.

**"The little...he trapped us...trapped me...with his accomplice that no good temple lackey of his. We wanted to help, we were his friends and we were prepared to give everything to save him. Instead we were just thrown aside like a piece of rubbish. It was humiliating, it was unfair, it was..." **

"Necessary," Hiccup finished as he sighed and stood to face her, his heart heavy at her choice of words.

Camicazi's eyes flared with anger again as she looked at him and Astrid tightened her grip on her friend. She was fairly convinced that Camicazi wouldn't hurt Hiccup but she wasn't taking any chances. Camicazi was a proud Viking and Astrid was starting to worry now that she really had taken this a little too badly.

Hiccup looked at Camicazi for a few moments and then lowered his gaze sadly.

"I'm sorry you feel that way Cami but I stand by my reasons for what I did. I couldn't let you sacrifice your own freedom and lives for me. You and Thuggory have a life and future together ahead of you and your tribes need you. I couldn't let you throw all that away because of me, you both mean too much to me."

He looked back at her and their eyes met again. Hers still filled with anger and his with resolve. He sighed and lowered his gaze once again.

"I'm sorry, I hope you can forgive me...in time," he said quietly.

He looked up at the sound of more feet approaching and saw Thuggory running towards them. He too looked angry and Hiccups heart sank further as Thuggory's raised voice joined Astrid's and Camicazi's as they began to argue with each other. Hiccup couldn't make out what was being said and in truth he didn't want to. He began to back up towards Toothless who had been woken by the shouting.

"Come on bud. I don't think I'm wanted here," he said sadly and took hold of Toothless harness for support. Toothless gave a chirp of reassurance and they started to move away. His departure went unnoticed by the group.

* * *

><p>When Thuggory reached the group he was seething with anger but it wasn't directed at Hiccup it was at Camicazi.<p>

"Why did you run off like that," he shouted angrily as he grabbed hold of her shoulders, pulling her from Astrid grasp and turning her to look at him.

Camicazi turned her head away from him but he was having none of it.

"We agreed to talk to him together Cami. Why did you run off and leave me?" He accused.

Camicazi turned to him, her own eyes flaring with anger.

"You left me standing there," Camicazi said gesturing angrily towards the temple courtyard.

"I was talking with Chief Stoick," Thuggory said in frustration.

"I saw, probably talking about that good for nothing...little...," but she was cut short by Thuggory shaking her shoulders firmly.

"Yes, I was talking about Hiccup but do you have any idea what about? Have you even bothered to find out...to listen to what happened to him?" He said his voice loud and angry.

"I don't care...the little...he lead us on. Made us think he was in danger but in the end he had a plan didn't he. Bet he talked his way out of it...all this saved by the Gods stuff is just rubbish. Bet he was just after the glory," Camicazi said her tone accusing and mocking as she turned her head away in defiance but it didn't faze Thuggory. He was used to Camicazi's moods and he was determined that she would listen to what he had to say.

"You really think that do you? You really think he has the guile in him to act or think that way. Damn it Cami this is Hiccup were talking about. Do you really think that this has all been some kind of game? You saw him the day before the offerings were made. Did he really looking like someone who had a plan, someone who knew he was going to walk away alive?"

Thuggory forced her around to look at him. He could see that his words were starting to register with her.

"He went through with it Cami. He actually went through with it. I spoke to my Dad and he told me how they sealed Hiccup in the offering pyre and set light to it. Did you even stop to wonder why he was at the healers? He was burned, and badly. Toothless pulled him from the fire and only just in time. You didn't even notice the bandages did you?" He said is voice softening a little as he noticed a change to Camicazi's face. It was slowly turning from anger to anguish.

Thuggory ploughed on.

"When the bell sounded he went with the guards and willingly. He fully expecting to die then and he would have done so if Astrid and Toothless hadn't pulled him from the flames but do you know what the most humbling thing is Cami. He didn't just offer his life once he did it twice. At the last moment when he realised that his father hadn't returned with any further offerings he willing offered his life again to save his tribe. I spoke to one of the guards, the one that was tasked with taking Hiccups life. Cami he knelt there on the beach with a knife against his throat. It's not a trick, the gods genuinely spared him, if they hadn't we would be conducting Hiccups funeral right now."

He shook his head and took Camicazi's face in his hands and looked at her hard. Her eyes were glistening with tears now and he could see that the angry look had been replaced with one of deep remorse.

"Stop being so stubborn and proud, Hiccup didn't do what he did to hurt you or me he did it to save us from loosing each other and our tribes. I may still not agree with his methods but I get why he did it and I forgive him. You need to as well," he said his voice gentle.

Camicazi turned to Astrid.

"Is it true?" She asked quietly.

Astrid nodded and at that Camicazi broke down and sank into Thuggory's arms.

"I...I've b..been such a f...fool," she sobbed into his shoulder.

He rubbed her back gently.

"I know but I still love you," he said softly.

It took a while for Camicazi to regain her composure.

"I...I need to a...apologise," she said wiping at her eyes with the sleeve of her tunic.

"Hiccup...?" she said as she looked around for him but he was nowhere in sight.

"Where is he?" She asked in concern as she looked around the lake for him.

Astrid joined her. There was no sign of Hiccup or Toothless. She looked back at the pair, worried.

"I need to find him. He's not strong enough yet to be wandering around on his own. Even with Toothless," he said in alarm and made to set off in search of him but she was stopped by a shaking hand on her shoulder. She turned to look at Camicazi.

"I'll find him. It's my fault he left," she said her voice shaking as she tried to control her emotions but despite her red eyes her face was determined.

* * *

><p>Camicazi moved away from Thuggory and Astrid and started to look around for the route that Hiccup had taken. She had reasoned that he couldn't have gone far but there were several ways he could have gone. She was trying to figure out the most likely route when she noticed the footprints. With all the heavy rain that had fallen the ground was soft and leading between the buildings was a trail of deep dragon prints, a boot and the square base of a prosthetic.<p>

She followed the trail and soon found herself surrounded by a cluster of temple buildings that looked like they were used more for living in rather than worship. Under the shelter of the buildings the ground was dry and the trail disappeared. She was looking around for a sign of which way they had gone when she heard a soft sound, and a quiet chirping noise. She looked around and saw Hiccup standing in the shadows between two buildings. He had his back to her and appeared to be leaning heavily against the wall. Toothless was looking down and chirping gently, as though trying to comfort him. As she approached she could see that Hiccups shoulders were shaking and she realised guiltily that he was crying.

* * *

><p>Hiccup had left quickly when the arguments had started. As he and Toothless had moved away he could hear the raised voices of Thuggory and Camicazi and he felt terrible that he was the cause of their argument. He was too tired to make it back to the healers in one go so had opted to rest between the buildings. Once there he leant heavily on the wall and wiped furiously at his face. He hadn't meant to cry but he couldn't help it. He closed his eyes for a moment trying to push the rush of emotions aside. He leant against Toothless who chirped sympathetically.<p>

"I never meant to hurt anyone," he said sadly and then sighed heavily.

"I guess this is another part of growing up bud. Sometimes you have to make decisions that others don't like...and you lose friends because of it," his voice caught on that.

"That's what happened between Alvin and my father."

He stroked Toothless gently to comfort himself.

"I think being Chief is going to be a lonely life."

As he said this more tears fell down his cheeks and his shoulders slumped in resignation.

Camicazi heard this and her chest tightened. This was all her fault. She had to put it right.

"Hiccup.." she said softly hoping not to startle him but failed miserably as he jumped violently and spun around to face her.

He instantly looked around for an escape route but realised to his horror that he was trapped. Camicazi came closer but warily, eyeing the large form of Toothless nervously. She had never been this close to a dragon without a weapon in her hand before.

"Hiccup...I'm so sorry...I shouldn't have...I mean I didn't realise...what you went through...," she started, wanting to explain everything, apologise all at once but it came out in a jumbled mess. Her heart sank further as he backed away from her and she stopped. She could see now the bandages that wrapped his right arm and the way he limped, more than normal.

"Gods what an idiot," she said in anger.

"Yeah I get that a lot lately," Hiccup said sadly and she looked at him.

"Not you...me," she said again, angry at herself for causing him pain, angry at her own stupidity and pride.

She moved towards him again.

"Hiccup, I'm so sorry. I was a fool. I...I acted like an idiot, an immature idiot. I let my emotions get the better of me again. I...I didn't mean to hurt you. I really didn't. I just...well you know how I get," she lowered her eyes to the floor.

"I'm sorry," she repeated and then sighed.

"I shouldn't have let my pride get the better of me. I understand now. You meant the best for us. I've just been too stupid to see it," she looked at him once more and then started to turn away.

"Astrid and Thug are waiting for you back at the lake. Go back and be with them. I'll leave you be," she said sadly.

How could she have possibly expected to seek his forgiveness for the way she had acted, the things she had thought, said? Hell, she couldn't even forgive herself.

"I'll go," she said and started to walk out of the alley.

She was stopped by a hand on her arm and she turned to look into deep forest green eyes.

"I forgive you," Hiccup said looking at her.

She blinked back at him in surprise.

"W..what?"

"I said I forgive you," he repeated.

"Hiccup...how can you forgive me...after what I've done, the things I said."

Hiccup smiled.

"Because I'm me. That's what I do," he said still smiling.

Camicazi continued to look at him in surprise and then finally she too started to smile.

"You mean it?"

"Yes Cami I mean it," Hiccup said seriously.

"So were still friends," she said tentatively.

Hiccup smiled happily.

"Of course were still friends," he said and with that wrapped his arms around the blond girl and held her tight.

Camicazi held him back before pulling away and looking at him.

"I really am sorry Hiccup," she repeated.

"I know."

She smiled at this.

"I didn't believe all this blessed by the gods stuff at first but I'm starting to believe it now. You really are something special Hiccup."

He grinned at this.

"So people keep telling me. Personally I don't recommend it. It's really not good for your health."

Camicazi burst out laughing at this, dispersing the tension of only a few moments before. Still giggling she wrapped an arm around him.

"Come on Hero. Let's get back to the others."

They made their way back to the lake and at seeing them approach Astrid ran forwards and wrapped her arm around Hiccups neck briefly in relief and then looked at him.

"Are you alright?" She asked in concern, looking between the two.

Hiccup looked across at Camicazi.

"We are now," he said and smiled

Thuggory joined them but his eyes weren't on either Camicazi or Hiccup, they were fixed on Toothless.

"Man Hiccup is that really...a Night Fury," he said in awe, a nervous edge to his voice as the dragon moved closer.

Toothless nuzzled under Hiccups arm, earning himself a scratch between the ears which he accepted with a contented purr.

Thuggory's eyes got wider and his mouth hung open a little in shock.

"I can't believe it...its all true...you really did train a Night Fury," the awe in his voice growing.

Hiccup smiled.

"We really trained each other," he said modestly rubbing Toothless again in affection.

Then he reached out and took Thuggory's hand. He drew the hand closer to Toothless's nose and held it there. Thuggory's eyes widened as he realised that Hiccup wanted him to touch him. His fingers twitched nervously and he was about to pull his hand back when Toothless leaned forward and placed his nose on Thuggory's palm.

Hiccup smiled and clapped Thuggory on the back.

"See he likes you," he said happily and Thuggory gave a small nervous smile.

"I expected him to be slimy not all dry and scaly," he admitted.

"That's what my Dad used to think before he bonded with Thornado," Hiccup said with amusement then turned to Camicazi.

"Your turn," he said and laughed as her own eyes widened but she did as instructed and soon she to was stroking Toothless with confidence. Toothless loved the attention and purred loudly.

The friends spent the rest of the afternoon talking, swapping stories and enjoying the late autumn sunshine. Surrounded by his friends Hiccup couldn't help feeling that they could give him all the blessings they wanted but to him he would take friends over gods any day.


	19. A Gods Gift

**Chapter 19 - A God's Gift**

After a final check up from the healer Hiccup was given the okay to travel and preparations for their departure began in earnest. He had hoped to spend what time remained with his friends but his father had other plans. Although mindful of Hiccups recovery there was still important work to be done and he needed Hiccup to be part of it. So, instead of spending the morning sitting on the beach and enjoying the sun, Hiccup had been trapped in the great hall with his father, shaking hands, signing treaties and answering questions.

The majority of questions revolved around dragons. How he had captured and trained a Night Fury? How long had the Hooligans been riding dragons? The questions were relentless but he was happy to answer each and every one, heartened by the interest being shown where once there had been hostility towards dragons. Occasionally the questions would deviate from dragons though and someone would ask about his experiences during the offering period. These sorts of questions he was not so happy to answer but thankfully his father would step in quickly and insist that they stick to the subject of dragons which Hiccup was grateful for, it really wasn't something he wanted to talk about. However, for all its positive benefits Hiccup had found the long morning tiring and he has been left horse from talking and nursing an aching wrist from all the handshaking and name sighing. Now desperate to find a few moments of peace and quiet Hiccup was looking for an escape.

* * *

><p>Hiccup squeezed himself further behind the pillar as he tried to hide from view. He desperately needed a break from the contestant bombardment of questions and was trying to take advantage of a small lull in the discussions to sneak out of the hall and make his escape. He glanced cautiously around the pillar towards the door, looking for an opportunity to make a break for it. He was so focused on his mission that he did not hear the footsteps behind him and yelped in surprise when a hand landed on his shoulder. He quickly spun around to confront his assailant but his initial jolt of fear was replaced with annoyance when he saw who had startled him. Astrid stood there, a wide grin plastered across her face.<p>

"Astrid, for the love of Thor...are you trying to give me a heart attack?" he said trying to slow his breathing and placing a shaking hand on his chest to feel his violently thumping heart within.

"You look like your hiding from someone?" she said still grinning.

Hiccup nodded.

"Not someone...everyone," and he gesturing in despair to the throng of people beyond the pillar.

She looked around, the lull was coming to an end and people were stating up new conversations. A few people were calling Hiccups name and enquiring with others as to his whereabouts.

"Does looks like their looking for you," she confirmed. Hiccups shoulders slumped and he sighed. The chance to escape had passed. He had been so close.

Noticing his reaction Astrid made a decision and grabbed his wrist. Then before he could protest she quickly dragged him out from behind the pillar and through the main door. By some miracle they managed to make it through without being seen and were soon out in the sunshine, putting as much distance between themselves and the main hall as possible. When she thought they were far enough away Astrid stopped and listened for any sign of pursuit but there appeared to be none. They had successfully got away. Smiling she seated Hiccup down on a nearby log to rest. Hiccup instantly began to rub his sore wrist which had been made worse by Astrid's yanking.

"Great now I've got two bad wrists," he grumbled as he continued to nurse the aching joint with his bandaged right hand.

"I got you out didn't I," Astrid retorted, annoyed at his ungratefulness.

"Yeah I suppose so...thanks," he said is a tired voice, now cradling the limb.

Astrid sighed and moved away.

"Wait here," she said over her shoulder as she disappeared into a nearby building. A few moments later she returned with a small bag containing something lumpy and wet. She handed it to Hiccup.

"Here."

Hiccup looked at the bag suspiciously but then smiled when he realised it contained crushed ice. He took the offered ice pack and placed it on his sore wrist, letting out a blissful sigh as he did so. Astrid sat down beside him.

"Oh, come on, don't be such a baby. It can't be that bad," she scolded.

"That's fine for you to say. You're not named 'Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III'. I must have signed my name a hundred times. Why couldn't I just use my initials like I normally do?" he complained.

"Its tradition," she said, shrugging.

Hiccup just shook his head.

"Yeah, well it used to be tradition to use dragon's blood to sign treaties. Traditions can be changed," he said stubbornly. They had used squid ink this time.

"What sort of parent gives their son such a long name anyway? Especially when they know he will have to sign lots of things?"

Astrid rolled her eyes and smiled as he continued to grumble.

"Well you know what to do in future. Make sure your own kids have short, sensible names," her voice sly and meaningful as a she nudged him suggestively.

Hiccup blushed, catching onto her meaning but before he could respond there came a polite cough. They both looked up to find the Elder standing before them. Quickly they stood and inclined their heads in respect.

"My apologies young Astrid, may I borrow Hiccup for a while?" She asked pleasantly.

Astrid nodded.

"Of course reverend Elder."

She turned to Hiccup.

"I'll go down to the beach. Lots of people want to see the dragons up close and it's been pretty busy down there. Fishlegs and the others could probably do with some help."

He nodded.

"Tell Toothless I'll be there soon."

She squeezed his hand in acknowledgement and left in the direction of the beach path. At her departure the Elder moved closer.

"I'm sorry for disturbing you Hiccup. I know that you have had a busy day."

Hiccup gave a tired smiled.

"That's Ok, I suppose they want me back in the main hall to answer more questions."

"No doubt they do but that was not my reason for seeking you out. I wanted to speak to you alone as there is something that I would like to give you, a gift of sorts, before you leave for home."

"A gift, for me?" He said in surprise.

The Elder smiled.

"Yes, if you are willing to accept it."

"Of course, I'd be honoured. What is it?" he asked curiously.

"It is not something that I can bring to you but rather something that you must choose."

She turned and motioned for Hiccup to follow which he did, his curiosity growing. As they walked slowly back towards the main hall the Elder continued to talk.

"Has your father informed you of the council's decision to withdraw the law?" The Elder asked looking across at him.

Hiccup nodded.

"Yes, I'm glad it's gone. I wouldn't want anyone else to go through what I did."

She nodded her agreement.

"I'm sorry it took so long but I too am glad it is now finally confined to our past. With the out casting of the Hysterics once more and the Berserker's with them it was a simple matter and the council agreed unanimously."

They continued to walk in silence for a moment before Hiccup decided that now was a good a time as any to speak to the Elder about something that had been bothering him.

"I wanted to apologise for Camicazi's behaviour towards Symon. She can be quite fiery when she's upset but she didn't really mean for it to go so far," he said hoping that the Elder would understand. He was worried that the Elder might still outcast her for the way she had acted.

"Do not concern yourself Hiccup, your friend did indeed act rash and unwisely but she has since been to see me and apologised for her behaviour. She has also apologised to my apprentice so the matter is closed."

"Thank you," he said, breathing a sigh of relief.

"If I understand correctly the girl Camicazi and the young Meathead heir are to be wed soon," the Elder continued.

Hiccup nodded and the Elder gave an amused smile.

"If she is indeed as volatile a creature as you have indicated then one hopes the young man is fully aware of what he is letting himself in for, she will be quite a handful," she said her voice laced with amusement.

Hiccup chuckled.

"Oh I know how that feels, Astrid can be the same although she prefers to use her axe rather than her tongue. They love each other though and I think Thuggory can handler her. If he can't then he's going to get very fit really quickly with all the running he'll be doing."

The statement had been meant as an amusing one but despite the Elders hearty laughter Hiccup felt a heavy lump settle in his chest at the thought of his friends marrying and the happiness they would soon share. The Elders next question only added to the weight in his heart.

"What of yourself and the young maiden, Astrid. Are you yet betrothed?" she asked as they began to climb the steps to the hall.

Hiccups shook his head and his shoulders slumped.

"No, but I want desperately to ask her," he said quietly.

The Elder looked across at him.

"Then why have you delayed, I have seen the deep love that you both share."

"I don't have a ring to give her. It wouldn't be right to ask her without one."

The Elder nodded.

"Yes, that is indeed the proper customer of our people," she agreed but on noticing the sad look on his face she placed a comforting hand on his arm.

"I can see that something else bothers you, aside from the need of a ring."

Hiccup looked at her.

"I'm afraid I've left it too late," he answered, his voice betraying his fear.

The Elder smiled and tightened her grip on his arm in reassurance.

"I do not think you have anything to fear on that account Hiccup. I have seen the love in her eyes for you, the way she protects and guards you, even if you do not always see it yourself. I am confident that she will choose no other, your bonding is assured. Have faith in the gods."

The Elders words made him feel a little better and the weight lifted from his heart. He would begin crafting the ring as soon as they got home. A few more days were all he had to wait, and then he could ask for her hand. His mind was deep in these happy thoughts when he suddenly realised the direction they were now moving in and his steps faulted. They had entered the main hall and were now walking down the corridor to the inner temple. He could see the large ornate doors at the end and beyond lay the courtyard where the pyre had been. He knew there was no danger now but the fear rose in his chest without warning and he froze, staring at the doors.

At the feeling once again of a gentle touch to his arm he broke his gaze away from the doors and looked at the Elder.

"In time the memories will fade Hiccup, but in order to heal you must first treat the wound," she said in understanding and took his hand in hers.

With her guidance Hiccup began to move slowly forward, each step nervous and hesitant but growing in confidence as they drew closer to the doors. Before long they were standing before them. The two guards nodded to the Elder and the doors swung open to reveal the courtyard beyond. Hiccup hadn't paid much attention to his surroundings when last he had been there. The yard had been full of people and his mind had been fogged with the effects of the potion, his focus on the fact that he had been about to be burned alive. The courtyard was now empty and he could see the doors that surrounded the yard, he wondered what lay beyond them. His eyes finally settled on the large dark patch of charred ground in the centre and the terrifying memories began to resurface. The Elder once again placed her hand on his trembling arm in comfort.

"What took place here will never be forgotten by this temple or by those that were present Hiccup. I myself am ashamed at the part I played and by what I allowed to happen. I will understand if you bear both me and this temple a great anger and wish to never to return. We treated you badly," she said her voice filled with remorse.

Hiccup was silent for a moment, a war of feelings and emotions going on inside him. She was right he had felt both angry and afraid at what the temple had tried to do to him, blamed them for the terrifying situation he had been faced with. However, now, standing in the very place that he had been forced to face his own death, he realised that he no longer felt that way. The temple and the Elder had only been carrying out their duty to the Gods. The same way he had carried out his duty to his tribe. None of what had taken place here had been their fault. It was Alvin and Dagur that had brought about his suffering, they were the ones he should be directing his anger at and one day he knew he would make them pay. His trembling creased and he turned to the Elder.

"I confess that I did feel that way at first but I don't anymore. I do not blame you or this temple for what happened and I will return here," he said honestly.

She nodded in acknowledgement of his forgiveness.

"I am glad," she has warmly as she took both his hands in her own.

"Come, I will show you the reason why I brought you here."

With that she started across the courtyard towards one of the surrounding doors. They entered and Hiccup looked around.

A great statue of Thor loomed over him and he looked up at it in awe. There was a small shrine to the Gods back on Berk which was used for annual ceremonies and marriages but nothing as grand as this. Before the statue sat a raging fire in a deep sunken pit and in front of that a raised stone bench covered in caskets of jewels, goblets and other fine objects of immense value and wealth.

The Elder moved up beside him.

"You stand before the mighty God Thor Hiccup. You have been blessed by him this offering period and I believe chosen by the Gods to do great things in their name. However you are young and I understand if you find this difficult to accept. I wish to show you something that may help. Look closely at Thor's hammer."

Hiccup did as instructed. The hammer was slotted into the statues hand and covered with beautiful and intricate carvings. He looked closer and his eyes widened at what he saw. Curling around the handle and up onto the surface of the hammer itself was the unmistakable form of a dragon, a Night Fury, the symbol of Thor's might, but it wasn't that which had surprised Hiccup. It was what was carved across its back that caused him to stare, a small but clearly identifiable figure, a rider. He turned to the Elder in shock.

"That was carved and presented to this temple as a gift by you ancestor Hamish I. I do not know if the person who carved the hammer or even if the person giving the instructions realised that their vision would come to pass but you Hiccup are the living embodiment of what is carved upon that stone. I believe you are the rider that it depicts and that you and your Night Fury were destined to be united. He is as messenger of Thor, as I believe are you, and together you will teach Viking kind a new way of living."

Hiccup looked long at the hammer, his mind struggling to come to terms with its meaning. Could his ancestor really have foretold the bonding of dragons and Vikings or had it been a distant hope that he wished would come to pass?

"There is more Hiccup, I would like you to choose an item from the wealth of what you see before you. All were given as gifts from those wishing for the gods blessing but I have been instructed by Thor to allow you to choose an item as your own," the Elder said, indicating the items on the bench before them.

Hiccup looked astounded. Some of the items represented more wealth than he had seen his entire life. Berk wasn't a rich land.

"Choose," she said looking at him expectantly.

Hiccup looked again at the items before him and couldn't even beginning to think of which one to take. The offer was a generous one and no doubt others would have selected the largest or most valuable item for themselves but that wasn't like Hiccup. He was uncomfortable with choosing any of the items before him and certainly did not want to appear greedy. Then he noticed something small nestled behind a large golden plate. He reached for it and picked it up. It was a small wooden box which settled neatly in the palm of his hand. He looked closely at the box. Its surface was highly polished and inlaid with fine pearly seashell which was outlined in gold. The craftsmanship was superb and Hiccup couldn't help feeling envious of the maker's skill. He looked at the Elder.

"Is that your choice?" She asked.

He nodded, hoping that she did not think his choice a poor one. She smiled.

"Open it," she instructed.

He found a small catch on its side and Hiccup pulled the hinged lid open. He gasped at the contents and looked quickly at the Elder in surprise.

"The box is just like you Hiccup, size and appearance can be deceiving. It is what is inside that has the greatest value. The box and its contents are yours to do with as you please. I would not be surprised if you do not already have something in mind," she said and smiled warmly as he looked wide eyed again at the boxes contents.

"T...thank you," he stammered and carefully closed the box securing its precious contents. He held it close to his heart with both hands and smiled.

Suddenly she bowed.

"Shortly you will leave us and it may be another year before you return but I stand by what I said when we first met Hiccup. You are indeed a child of peace and just like your ancestor you have shown us a different and better path. You will be a great Chief when your time comes and the future of all the Viking people may well rest in your hands."

Hiccup was shocked at the profound way she spoke. She stepped forward and placed both her hands on his shoulders.

"It has been an honour to meet you Hiccup and I hope that we will meet again before Thor takes me into his embrace. Will you accept my blessing before you depart," she asked.

He nodded and she placed her fingers on his forehead as she had done several days before and traced the sign of the hammer.

"Go with Thor young one," she said as she pulled back and began to move towards the door.

"You may stay here as long as you wish," she called back.

"Thank you," Hiccup said again as she pulled open the door. She nodded to him one last time and then left, closing the door behind her.

Alone now Hiccup turned to the statue. Before the events of the last week religion had not played a major part in Hiccups life. He had met his obligations by paying homage at the appropriate ceremonies and festivals each year as every Viking did but ultimately he had remained sceptical. Recent events though had changed all that, the fact that he now stood in the presence of the god, still breathing and not riding with a Valkyrie to Valhalla had to mean something. Didn't it?

He looked up at the face of Thor, noting the stern features. If he was to believe any of what he had just been told it would seem that he had been destined to meet Toothless and to go through all the adventures and trials they had faced together. Fighting the Red death had just been the beginning. He could accept that but to believe that he was some sort of messenger sent to change Viking kind was just too much. He felt a wave of uncertainty wash over him. Before he had always felt sure of what he wanted to do. Sure of who he was or even wanted to be, but now? After everything that had happened, with everyone seeming to expect him to start performing miracles, lead them and change them he felt lost and surprisingly alone. For the first time in his life he didn't know what to do next. If only he could ask the god himself, find out what was expected of him and then he might understand more.

He looking back at the statue and after a few moments decided that it couldn't hurt to try. He moved forward and knelt before Thor. He swallowed nervously, trying to think of something to say.

"Um...I wanted to thank you for sparing my life," he said. It seemed a good place to start.

"I'm not sure of what to make of everything that's happened. I'm not sure if I believe in destiny but I do believe now that you watch over us," he continued, looking up at the statue as he spoke.

"Everyone seems to think that I'm destined to do great things to be a great leader but I don't know if that's true or even if I'm capable. I'm..I'm not sure what you want me to do..."

He watched the harsh stone features for a while. Looking for some sign that the God was there, that he had heard him and would perhaps give him an answer or guidance but Thor's face remained motionless. After a few long awkward minutes Hiccup looked down at the statues feet and sighed in disappointment. What was he to do now?

He was lost for a moment. Then he realised something. He didn't need a god's advice to continue living his life. He could continue to do as he had always done, face each day as it came, each new challenge with interest and excitement. If the Gods played a part in his life from now on then so be it, but until he was told what was required of him he would choose his own path. He smiled at this realisation and looked up at the face of Thor again.

"I guess I will have to wait to find out...but if it's Ok with you...I'd just like to be myself for now," he said finally before pushing himself to his feet.

He turned to leave but suddenly remembering the gift and quickly turned back.

"Thank you for this," he said holding out the box.

"I promise I'll put it to good use," he added before smiling happily and placing it carefully inside his tunic.

He bowed one last time towards the statue and then turned to leave. As the door opening the fire in the pit flared and the light that played across the statues features intensified. It could have been the movement of the door that caused it, a fresh rush of air fuelling the flames but if Hiccup had looked back he would have seen the features of the statue change. The once stern and angry expression had been replaced with a knowing smile. Hiccup was going to do just fine.


	20. Treasured Dream

**Chapter 20 – Treasured Dream**

As they shook hands, gave their long goodbyes and boarded their ships there was no doubt in anyone's mind that this had been one of the most eventful and memorable offering periods there had ever been and one that would no doubt take its place in Viking History. Hiccup however was just glad to finally be going home.

He had shook hands and exchanged farewells with Chiefs, temple staff and their friends all afternoon as they came closer to departure, wishing them all a safe journey or prosperous year. He smiled through it all but he longed for the moment when they too would start out on their way home to Berk. Then he would finally feel free.

However there were three people that he would be sorry to leave. Camicazi and Thuggory were setting out for home themselves and Astrid and Hiccup were making the most of their last few hours together. To Hiccups disappointment though he had been unable to locate Symon, he had not come down to the beach and Hiccup regretted not spending more time seeking out his new friend before leaving the temple complex.

"How long will it take you to get back?" Astrid asked Camicazi as they walked along the beach towards the boats.

Camicazi turned and smiled shyly at Thuggory.

"We're going to stop with the Meatheads for a few days before heading back home. We have wedding plans to make."

Thuggory, who was walking beside Hiccup, gave her a soft smile at this.

"I still can't believe you two are getting married," Astrid said grinning at the pair.

"Neither can I," Camicazi agreed, grinning herself at the thought.

Hiccup felt a sharp pang in his chest again at the mention of weddings but kept his feelings hidden. Camicazi swapped places with Thuggory and moved up beside Hiccup.

"How are you doing?" she asked as she walked beside him. Hiccup seemed a little to pale for her liking.

He smiled at her.

"Fine, the healer said I could take the bandages off in a few days. No doubt Dad and Astrid will want me to wait till Gothi gives all clear but I don't mind. It will just be good to get home."

Camicazi laughed.

"Is this the same Gothi who makes those pep up potions with yak vomit," she said shuddering.

"I remember when I came to visit one year and caught a cold. That stuff was revolting," and she grimaced at the memory.

Hiccup laughed.

"Yep, same one."

They continued to laugh and swap old stories as they walked and didn't notice how far they were falling behind the others. Hiccups bad leg was beginning to cramp with all the walking on the shingle beach and he suggested that they sit down for a rest. Camicazi agreed and they found a suitable boulder to perch on. Hiccup detached his prosthetic and began to massage his leg to relieve the cramp that had settled there.

"Does it hurt a lot?" Camicazi asked curiously as she watched him work. They all knew the story about how he had lost the limb but the way he just got on with things still amazed her.

Hiccup shook his head.

"No, not normally but it depends on the weather and things like that. It can ache when it's cold or wet...or when you're walking on a beach made of shingle," he said smiling as he reattached his prosthetic and flexed his leg to stretch the muscles.

They sat there for a moment in silence, watching as the final items were loaded onto the boats.

"Do you realised that the next time we will see each other will be at my wedding?" she said smiling.

"Not if you come to mine first," Hiccup responded and as soon as the phrase had left his lips he realised with horror what he had said.

With all the talk of weddings his mind had been on his impending question to Astrid and he had spoken without thinking. Camicazi grabbed his arm and turned him around, looking at him in surprise.

"Hiccup...have you?...Are you and Astrid?...she didn't let on...not a word the sly dog," she squealed suddenly in excitement and threw her arms around him, throwing him off balance and nearly causing him to fall backwards from the rock.

"Cami...wait...," he said quickly trying to unwind her arms.

"...No...I haven't...," he continued as he finally managed to push her back.

Camicazi looked at him in confusion.

"Then why say?" She started but Hiccup cut her off.

"...not yet," he added looking at her.

Suddenly Hiccup felt the need to ask her something. It was impulsive and he wasn't sure if he would like the answer but he needed to ask someone and Camicazi was probably the best person to give him an honest answer.

"Cami can I ask you something?" he said, looking at her and feeling his courage waver. What if her answer wasn't the one he hoped for?

"Of course you can," she said, noticing his nervousness and wondering with curiosity where this was going.

Hiccup took a deep breath to steady his nerves.

"You know Astrid as well as anyone. If...If I asked her to marry me...do you think she would accept?...I mean I'm nothing special and she deserves better but...I love her," he looked down at the shingle and kicked at it as he waited for his friends response.

"How can you even think to ask such a thing Hiccup," Camicazi said sternly as she took his shoulders and turned him to look at her.

Hiccup dropped his eyes to the ground again and felt a terrible sinking sensation in his chest.

"I...I know I should never...I'm not good enough for her...she deserves better. I...," but he was stopped by Camicazi shaking his shoulders.

"Hiccup stop it, that's not what I meant. How can you even think that Astrid wouldn't accept you? She loves you. In fact you're lucky she hasn't taken her axe to you for taking so long."

Hiccup began to grin as Camicazi's words begun to sink in. Astrid wanted him to ask her.

"Do you really think she will say yes?" He asked, wanting it confirmed again. Just to make sure he hadn't misheard the first time.

Camicazi smiled gently.

"Yes Hiccup I'm sure of it. I promise you, if you ask her she will say yes."

His grin widened at the confirmation.

"What took you so long? I was certain you would have asked her by now and I know Astrid was convinced that you had been about to ask her when you two disappeared down to the lake on your second morning here," Camicazi said and watched as the grin left Hiccups face.

He sighed.

"I was. I..It was impulsive, I...I hadn't asked our parents' permission yet or even had a ring to give her, but she was so upset that morning that I just didn't care, I wanted to give her what she wanted and make her feel better."

Camicazi looked guilty.

"That was my fault. I knew that she had been waiting for you to ask her but I was so excited to tell her all my news about Thug that I didn't think about how it would affect her."

Hiccup nodded.

"That's Ok. Trouble is I didn't get a chance to finish what I started to say. My father decided to have a fight with Alvin and Dagur in the temple courtyard. Then the news came that we had lost the whale and the offerings. Events just snowballed after that."

"You've had time to ask her since though. Why wait?" Camicazi asked.

Hiccup bowed his head in shame.

"I guess...I guess I wasn't really ready. I started to let my doubts and fears take over. After everything that's happened though I finally realise how much she means to me. How much I love her. Now I'm desperate to ask her but I'm also determined to do it right this time, I owe her that much after making her wait so long. I...I'm going to ask my father for permission to marry when we get back to Berk. I just hope he approves."

Camicazi hugged him then.

"I'm glad Hiccup and I know he will approve. You're an idiot for ever doubting yourself or her."

He nodded and returned the hug.

"Yeah, I realise that now."

Camicazi pulled back and looked out at the waves crashing against the shore.

"You know I do know how you feel. I didn't realise how much Thug meant to me until he asked me to marry him. We were just friends before that. It was so gradual I don't think either of us realised what was happening. We would play and spar together when our parents visited each other and I would be sad when they left. Then I started to miss him really badly and when I heard they were coming again I would sit and wait on the docks for them to arrive. I'd stay there for hours, straining to get the first glimpse of their ships approaching, excitement bubbling within when I did. Our friendship started to grow into something new. I couldn't bear to be separated from him. That day he sailed on his own, without announcing his visit, took me to our special cave and asked me to marry him was the happiest day of my life," she said as he looked out at the sea, absently playing with the oath band on her finger as she remembered the moment.

Hiccup nodded his understanding. It had been the same for Astrid and him although Hiccup knew his feels had been there longer then hers. He had loved her from a young age but it had all been just a childhood dream back then. They also had they own special place, the cove. It was where he had first bonded with Toothless and where he had first declared his love for her and asked her to be his girlfriend. They had spent many a special and happy moment there since and he realised that it was also where he would ask her to marry him.

"Did he ask your mothers permission beforehand?"

Camicazi nodded.

"Yeah it seems she and Thugs father had many discussions and disagreements about it when Thug first told his father what he wanted to do. It's complicated for us being both heirs to our tribes. It took a while to convince her but she finally gave her permission."

Hiccup smiled.

"I'm glad it worked out for you Cami."

She returned the smile and nodded. They both knew that as heirs to their tribe's throne they could easily be married off for the sake of tribal politics or peace. To be able to choose as she and Thuggory had done was a rare blessing and one that Hiccup hopped his father would also allow him.

"I'll never forget that day Hiccup, I'm the happiest I have ever been since and I know that Astrid will be the same when you ask her," Camicazi said now standing and holding out her hand to help him to his feet.

Hiccup smiled as he took it.

"Thanks Cami," he said as together they began to walk towards the boats and to where the others waited.

* * *

><p>Astrid and Thuggory had already reached the boats by the time Camicazi and Hiccup caught up. Hiccup slipped his hand into Astrid's and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek as he moved up beside her.<p>

"What was that for?" she asked as she turned to him. Pleased but a little surprised at his boldness.

Hiccup shrugged.

"Do I have to have a reason?" He said as he kissed her on the lips this time, smiling as he did so.

"No, you can do that any time you like," she laughed and stroked his hair fondly.

From the corner of his eye Hiccup noticed Camicazi whisper in Thuggory's ear and knew exactly what Camicazi had said when he gave Hiccup a big grin and winked. Hiccup was glad that Astrid had her back to them otherwise he would have had some awkward explaining to do.

Trying to avoid anymore giveaways to his plan Hiccup looked over towards his father who was deep in conversation with Mogadon, Bertha and several other Chiefs. Their conversation came to a close and Stoick clasped the hand of each Chief in turn before turning back to the group.

"Well that's a relief," he said as he approached them.

"What's a relief Dad?"

"You know I was worried about the food shortage when we got back to Berk?"

Hiccup nodded. His father had tried to make light if it but the fact that their winter stocks had been destroyed meant that the tribe had to start from scratch. No doubt they had been trying their best to rebuild stocks but even with their best hunters and fishermen on the case they would have struggled to find enough food to supply the village this late in the year. It had taken over six months to acquire enough food in the first place. Without food it was going to be a long and miserable winter.

"Well we don't have to worry anymore. Every tribe has promised to donate some of their own stocks to us to help us through the winter. The first shipments should arrive within the next couple of weeks and to tie us over till then they have given us any spare stocks they brought with them. That, along with what the temple has donated, will see us through the next few months with ease. No one will be going hungry this winter."

He smiled broadly as he gave out the good news and placed a hand on Hiccups shoulder.

"And it's all thanks to you son," he added still beaming.

Hiccup rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand in embarrassment at his father's praise, the other was still grasped firmly in Astrid's and he had no intention of remove it. She gave it a squeeze and nudged against him, smiling at his discomfort yet bursting herself with pride at his achievements.

"Anyway were all about done here, it's time to set off for home," Stoick said clapping his hands together loudly in a businesslike manner and turning to signal to the men around the boats to start pushing off from the beach. In addition to the promised food stocks each of the tribes had also leant the Hooligans a few of their own men to help sail the now repaired boats back to Berk.

At this welcome announcement Hiccup and Astrid started to exchange their final goodbyes.

"Make sure you let me know the date for the wedding as soon as you settle on one," Astrid insisted as she embraced Camicazi.

Camicazi smiled and opened her mouth to answer but something in her eye alerted Hiccup and he suddenly realised that she was about to let something slip. He shook his head violently at her but it was Thuggory who saved the day when he quickly swapped places with Camicazi and gave Astrid his own hug.

"We will, I promise you," he said blocking Astrid's view of Camicazi. Camicazi rolled her eyes and smiled before Hiccup quickly grabbed her hand and moved her away before she could do any damage.

"Cami, stop it," he whispered forcefully in her ear as he hugged her. Camicazi chuckled.

"Sorry Hiccup, I'm just so excited for you both. I never was good at keeping secrets," she apologised as she returned his hug. Then she whispered in his ear.

"Good luck and make sure you send us an invite."

As they pulled apart Hiccup gave her a shy smile.

"We will and thanks Cami."

They parted company and moved towards the boarding rope, waving as they did so. Astrid was first to reach the rail and threw down another rope with a loop in the end for Hiccup. He still wasn't strong enough to pull himself up as normal so he would have to be pulled aboard. He had just slotted his right foot into the loop and was about to shout up that he was ready when a yellow robed figure came running across the beach. Hiccup gave a wide smile and took his foot from the loop.

"Hiccup, thank the Gods I caught you before you left," Symon said as he reached him. Slowing to a walk and trying to catch his breath.

Hiccup smiled and grasped his hand warmly in greeting.

"So am I. I tried to find you earlier but the Healer said you were catching up on your studies."

Symon nodded.

"Yeah, I got a bit behind with all the excitement over the last few weeks and the Elder insisted that I started to catch up."

"Thank you Symon for everything you did for me," Hiccup said earnestly.

Symon nodded and smiled.

"You're welcome Hiccup. I'm just glad it worked out alright in the end. Oh, incidentally I wanted to give these back to you," and he reached inside his robes to draw out two wads of folded parchment. Hiccup knew instantly what they were. He had forgotten all about them.

Symon handed Hiccup the letters, one thicker then the other and Hiccup remembered what it contained.

"Thank you Symon," he said as he took the letters from him and placed them into the satchel he was carrying over his shoulder.

When he withdrew his hand he held a large earthen jar. He handed it to Symon.

"What's this?" Symon asked looking closely at the jar.

"Well seeing as you used most the Night Fury saliva I gave you to treat me I thought I better refill it. Don't drop it though, it took a while to convince Toothless to fill such a big jar I don't think he would be very happy if I asked him to do it again."

A loud huffing noise came from above and they both looked up to see said Night Fury eyeing them and the jar with disdain.

"See what I mean," Hiccup laughed.

Toothless huffed again and disappeared back over the rail. He was replaced by Gobber.

"What's taking you so long lad? We need to get going this side of Snoggletog you know," he shouted, waving his hammer prosthetic in frustration as he glared down at the two boys.

"I have to go," Hiccup said, genuinely upset to have to leave his new friend so quickly.

"Will you be coming back?" Symon asked hopefully.

Hiccup nodded. Then he thought of something.

"Hey, do you have Terrible Terrors on the island?" he asked, suddenly excited.

"Yeah we do," Symon confirmed, confused as to why Hiccup would ask such a question.

"Did the other riders show you how to tame a dragon?" Hiccup continued, his excitement growing.

Symon nodded.

"I spent quite a bit of time with Fishlegs. He showed me what to do," Symon answered still unsure as to what Hiccup was getting at.

"Great. Well on Berk we use something called Airmail. Terrible Terrors are really good at homing so we use them to send messages to each other."

Symon's eyes lit up as he realised what Hiccup was suggesting.

"So we can send each other letters by dragon?" He said his own voice now mirroring Hiccups excitement.

Hiccup nodded.

"Yep that's the idea. Look here's what you need to do. Gather up and train a handful of Terrors. Then send them to Berk with Trader Johan next time he visits. I'll do the same. Then all we need to do is attach a letter and the Terror will fly home to deliver it."

Symon nodded his understanding. He wasn't sure what the Elder would think about having Terrible Terrors flying around the temple but he didn't care, it would be good to keep in touch with Hiccup. With their plans set they clasped hands warmly one last time before Hiccup responded to the now increasingly insistent shouts from above for him to board.

He turned and waved one last time as he slipped his right foot into the loop once again. With a quick shout that he was ready he was lifted up into the air. Once he was safely on deck the sailors lowered long poles to the beach and began to push the boat free. As they drifted back to open water Hiccup continued to wave at the now retreating figure of Symon. Something then struck him. He had made a valuable friendship with Symon. If he was to be the future leader of his tribe then Symon was surely the future leader of the Temple and they would no doubt see each other many times over the next few years. In fact Hiccup suspected that their lives were perhaps linked in some way. Was this the work of the gods again in his life? He pushed the thought aside. So what if it was, he had already decided that he would make his own way and he was pleased to have met Symon.

As he turned away from the rail he smiled. He was free. He was finally on his way home. This had to have been his greatest and most dangerous adventure to date he thought as he moved across the deck. He looked up and saw Astrid. Then again maybe that was still to come.

* * *

><p>The journey back to Berk took the anticipated three days but this time there were no storms or sea fog to delay them, the seas remained calm and the sky clear and blue.<p>

Hiccup looked up as the other dragon riders soared overhead. They were escorting the ships back to Berk and Hiccup longed to be up there with them but even he realised that he needed another day or so before he was fit enough to fly. Toothless hadn't been grounded though. With the standard peddle still fitted to his tail control Astrid had taken on the task of flying with him. No doubt Toothless still preferred flying with Hiccup, who was far more flamboyant and risky in his flying but at least Astrid was keeping him exercised, no one wanted a frustrated Night Fury running around deck. Hiccup looked up as a dark shadow passed overhead, followed by Toothless's distinctive roar. Hiccup smiled and waved as Astrid waved down at him before soared away again.

When they were out of sight Hiccup turned back to the task he had set himself. Before they docked he wanted to speak to his father about Astrid. He looked around and saw him standing at the bow watching as the boat cut though the water no doubt keeping a look out for the first sign of Berk on the horizon. Hiccup approached and coughed to announce his presence, his father seemed deep in his thoughts and Hiccup didn't want to startle him. Stoick looked round and smiled at his son before gesturing for him to join him.

"Well son were nearly home. It's been one hell of a journey though," Stoick said seriously as Hiccup joined him.

"Yeah, it's been that all right," Hiccup agreed as he looked out at the familiar outline of the sea stacks in the distance.

They were silent for a moment and Hiccup took the chance to gather his courage to ask his father about Astrid but his father spoke before he could broach the question.

"You know there was a time Hiccup when I didn't think you would be coming home at all. I thought I was going to lose you for good this time," he said bowing his head a little.

Hiccup took a deep breath.

"Yeah me to Dad, I was scared. I came so close to...I really thought I was going to die," he confessed his eyes joining his father's on the deck below his feet. He looked up at the feeling of a heavy hand resting on his shoulder.

"But you didn't Hiccup. You showed Alvin, Dagur, the whole Archipelago what true bravery and courage were. You showed them that Berk was strong that we would not bow down to threats and would rise to defend ourselves. You did that son and I need you to understand just how proud this tribe and I am, of you. People will remember what you did, and believe me son when I say that this tribe will never forget what you were prepared to do for us," Stoick said as his gaze met his sons.

"From the moment you were a babe in arms Hiccup I knew that you would be different, like you're mother, you have a thirst for learning and discovery that I didn't understand at first. It just didn't seem right that a Viking should act or think that way you do and I know I shunned you because of it, never paid attention to what you were trying to say or show me."

He gave a heavy sigh.

"It took you nearly dying, saving us from our own folly that day on Dragon Island for me to recognise just how special and important you are. How much I love you."

Stoick placed both hands on Hiccups shoulders and squeezing them in reassurance.

"You don't have to keep doing it though son. You have proved yourself to us, to me a hundred times over since. You don't have to keep putting yourself in harms way," and he pulled Hiccup into a tight embrace, his eyes glittering fiercely with pride and love as he did so.

Thoughts of Astrid were pushed temporarily aside as Hiccup listened to his father's confession and declaration of love for him, his heart swelling with emotion as he returned the embrace. There had been a time when he thought his father would disown him for good, ashamed and embarrassed of his son's failure to be the Viking and heir that everyone wanted him to be. It had taken years but finally Hiccup had found his place and proved himself. He had always known that his father loved him but to hear him say it so open and honestly brought a lump to his throat and tears to his eyes.

"I know Dad but it's not as though I do it on purpose. Trouble just seems to find me."

Stoick sighed again and lowered his arms. He turned to look back out at sea.

"Aye, I suppose that's true," he said realising that no matter how hard he tried to protect him, Hiccup would always be the first to throw himself into the fire to save those he loved or cared for, always be willing to make the ultimate sacrifice. It was who he was and Stoick's pride for his son swelled once again. Hiccup was as strong, brave, loyal and courageous as any of them and more so, a true Viking. So what if he did it a differently way to everyone else, that was just who Hiccup was and Stoick realised that he wouldn't have it any other way.

He turned to Hiccup with a board smile.

"I'll settle for a few weeks of peace then. Can you keep yourself out of trouble for that long at least?"

Hiccup grinned and rubbed the back of his neck.

"You once told me to be careful about making promises you can't keep," he reminded his father and Looked up as the black form of Toothless flew overhead and landed on the deck behind them.

Stoick laughed as he recalled the conversation.

"...and it depends what you mean by 'trouble'," Hiccup continued as he watched Astrid dismount.

Stoick wiping the mirth from his eyes and followed his son's gaze noting his sudden nervousness.

"Dad, I need to ask you something," Hiccup said quietly, his voice wavering a little.

"What is it son."

"Before all this happened...we talked about me...well me getting married," Hiccup said taking a deep breath to calm his nerves.

"If...if I told you...told you that I was ready to ask for Astrid's hand, what would you say?"

Hiccup looked down at his feet and scuffed his prosthetic along the deck, suddenly afraid of his father's reaction.

At hearing this Stoick turned Hiccup round to look at him, his eyes serious and his face fixed and unreadable.

Hiccup swallowed, his throat suddenly dry, as he met his fathers gaze and waited for his answer. His father had to know how he felt about her. He had told him as such only a few weeks before, told him that he had nearly asked her to marry him that day by the lake. He had seemed to approve of Hiccups choice back then...What if he had changed his mind?

As the long seconds ticked by Hiccup suddenly became afraid. If his father refused the match he didn't know what he would do. He had to have his father's permission. Otherwise it would be all over between him and Astrid.

"I'd say it was about time," Stoick said finally and his face split into a wide grin.

Hiccup let out an explosive breath.

"Oh gods...for a moment there I thought you were going to refuse," Hiccup said sagging in relief.

"No son you have my permission to ask her. I know how much you love the girl and I know how much she loves you. You've left that lass waiting long enough. You are very lucky Hiccup to find someone who cares for you as she does, someone that you match and love so well. You remind me of how your mother and I once were."

Hiccup was surprised to see a moist glint to his father's eyes and Stoick blinked rapidly to clear what Hiccup suspected were tears at the memory of his mother. Hiccup began to move away and leave his father alone with his thoughts when his father spoke again.

"I prayed to her to help you, when I thought I was going to loose you. I...I prayed for her to help you...to protect you..." he said trailing off.

Hiccup looked at his father in shock as he heard this. His father had prayed to the Gods for him to be spared...asked his mother to protect him. Hiccups eyes widened and he suddenly understood. It had seemed like a dream, voices and feelings brought on by the effects of the drug he had taken but what if...what if it hadn't been a dream after all?

"She did," he said quietly and his father turned to him with wide eyes.

"What!"

"She did come to me. At least I think it was her. When...when I was surrounded by the flames in the offering pyre...I thought...I thought I heard someone speak to me. It told me to hold on...that help was coming. I was pretty out of it at the time. They gave me a drug...to ease the pain...so...I might have been mistaken."

Stoick understood. The healer had told him about the drug, something called the 'draught of peace'. His didn't need an explanation to understand its purpose but Hiccup wasn't done.

"Then, after Toothless pulled me free something else happened. Astrid told me I stopped breathing. I just remember falling through a great blackness. There was a light above me but I couldn't reach it, it was getting further and further away...I think...I think I was dying. Something stopped me from falling though, it wrapped around me and lifted me back up to the light, it spoke to me...told me I was brave, that it was proud of me but that it wasn't my time to go yet...Dad...I think it was mom...I think she saved me."

Hiccup opened his eyes, he hadn't even realised that he had closed them, and looked at his father. Stoick's face was wet with silent tears as he looked at his son, realising that if not for his mother, he would have lost him. She had heard him, she had answered his prays. He came forward and wrapped his large arms once more around Hiccup.

"I think your right," he said softly.

They pulled apart after a while. Neither saying more, they didn't need to. Hiccup looked over to where Astrid was playing with Toothless.

"Do you think she would approve of my choice?" Hiccup asked, watching the girl who had stolen his heart play with his best friend.

Stoick smiled.

"I know she does. As much as I do," and he ruffled Hiccups hair affectionately in a way he hadn't done since Hiccup was little.

"Now make sure you do a proper job and ask her father's permission as soon as we dock, then you can ask the lass," he said still smiling and pushed Hiccup forward towards the pair.

Hiccup turned and smiled at him before joining them. Stoick watched them play happily together for a few moments before turning back to look out to sea.

"We didn't do too badly in the end did we Val," he said smiling.

"Thank you for bringing him back to me," he whispered as he looked up towards Valhalla and sighed happily as he felt the warm breeze on his face, his wife's gently touch. He smiled as his thoughts drifted back to happy times and happy memories, watching as the boat drew closer to home and a well deserved rest.

* * *

><p>Their initial arrival on Berk was met with seas of sad faces and mourning. The long delay in their chief's return had led them to believe the worse but on seeing Hiccup beside his father the mood instantly changed. To have Hiccup back with them, alive and well was something to celebrate and they did so in true Berk style.<p>

Plans for a huge feast to mark the end of the 'Time of Offering' and to celebrate Hiccups safe return began in earnest. Hiccup had planned to seek out Astrid's father the moment he set foot on Berk but he was quickly despatched to Gothi's hut for a check up, much to his ignored protests. She checked his burns and applied fresh salve to his wounds, nodding that she was pleased with his progress. Hiccup had hoped that would be the end of it but before he could leave she fed him some revolting potion to help build up his strength. It took all his willpower to keep it down as his stomach churned in protest. He didn't want to even think about what it might have contained. Astrid of course found this all very amusing.

"It can't have been that bad," she said still laughing as he retched again.

"You try it then," he managed to say before clapping a hand across is mouth and groaning.

However once his stomach had settled he did have to admit that he felt a lot better.

After the visit to Gothi's Hiccups plans to talk to Astrid's father alone were scuppered. Astrid wouldn't leave his side and Hiccup tried all day to convince her that he was fine, that she really needn't stay with him but she would have none of it. They were outside the Great hall watching tables and chairs being carried in when he finally caught his father's attention. He looked desperately at Astrid and then across at her father hoping that he would understand his dilemma. Thankfully he did.

"Astrid I need your help counting the mead barrels," Stoick said briskly as he came over to the pair.

Astrid opened her mouth to protest but Hiccup got in there quickly.

"Go on I'll be fine," he encouraged.

She looked unsure for a moment but then nodded.

"Don't go anywhere," she said firmly as she looked at him.

"Wouldn't dream of it," he said smiling and pushed her towards his father.

He watched as they moved away and let out a loud sigh of relief, then he walked across the plaza towards her father who was carrying two large barrels across his shoulders. As he drew closer he felt his nerves bubble to the surface again.

"Sir...may..may I disturb you for a moment?" He asked tentatively.

Astrid's father set the two barrels to the ground and dusted his hands off.

"Of course Lad, what can I do for you?"

"Sir...I...would like to ask...that is I want to tell you," Hiccup mumbled, his nervousness raised to a point where he thought he might collapse. Astrid's father raised a curious eyebrow at the young man's behaviour.

Hiccup took a deep breath to steady himself.

"Sir...I've loved your daughter for a long time. I want you to know that I would protect her with my life, defend her, honour her and all that she is...," he said his voice now steady.

"I...I would like to ask your permission to seek her hand in marriage."

He had barely finished his request when Astrid's father dived forward and grabbed him in a crushing bear hug, lifting him clean off his feet.

"Its about damn time lad," he cried loudly, grinning and spinning Hiccup round like a rag doll before dropping him back to his feet.

Hiccup winced and gingerly nursed his ribs but despite this he seemed unable to wipe the grin off his face.

"If she'll have you lad she's yours," he said happily clasping Hiccups hand warmly.

"Thank you sir," he said relief evident in his voice.

'Two down, one to go,' he thought and the last one may well be the hardest.

* * *

><p>By the time evening came the festivities were already well underway and Hiccup was surprised by just how fast things had come together, even by Berk standards. The mead was following and already there came the sound of loud singing from the great hall. As Hiccup entered the hall he could see the source plain enough. It looked very much like Gobber was trying to teach some of their guests the words to his favourite song, the one about the mace and the wife with the ugly face. Hiccup rolled his eyes and smiled.<p>

He made his way across the hall, trying to avoid people as they danced and whirled around the floor with joyous laughter, shaking offered hands and smiling as people clapped him on the shoulder and told him how glad they were he was back. He was feeling happy to be home when he finally reached his target and hoped he would be happier still if the next stage of his plan worked out.

"Come with me," he said quietly as he leaned over Astrid's shoulders and whispered in her ear.

Astrid turned to look at him in surprise from where she had been watching the twins having a rather even arm wrestling match.

"Where are we going?" she asked as he slipped his hand in hers and began to gently pull.

"It's a surprise," he said grinning at her mysteriously.

Her brow creased with curiosity as she stood and allowed him to and led her back through the dancing people and towards the door.

When they reached it he opened it and gestured for her to go first with a dramatic sweep of his arm and a small bow. She did so, intrigued as to what the surprise was. Before Hiccup followed her he looked back and saw his father watching him. He nodded to him. Understanding what he was about to do his father raised his mug in encouragement and approval. Hiccup gave a shy smile and then followed Astrid outside.

"Stoick have you seen Hiccup?" Gobber asked as he placed two full mugs on the table.

"Hiccups busy," Stoick said, taking a mug and smiling.

* * *

><p>Outside the air was much cooler then it had been in the hall but not unpleasant. Astrid turned to smile at Hiccup.<p>

"So, what's this all about?" she asked her curiosity growing by the minute.

Hiccup smiled and hoped that she wouldn't notice how nervous he must look. He indicated to where the sun was starting to set.

"I though you might want to go for a flight. You know how Toothless loves flying at this time of day," he said hopefully and pointed to where Toothless sat waiting.

Astrid looked at him a little concerned when she noticed that he had re-fitted the adapted peddle for his prosthetic.

"Are you sure your feeling up to it?" She asked.

Hiccup nodded and bounced on the ball of his foot and tip of his prosthetic nervously.

"Yeah I'm sure. Come on Astrid I'm desperate to get back into the air. Come with me," he cringed at the desperate note in his voice. He was starting to worry she would say no which would scupper all of his plans right there.

Astrid noticed his desperate tone but she put it down to his want to get back flying again.

"Well if you're sure," she said and took his hands in her own. She leaned forward to peck him on the cheek.

"Then yes of course I'll come."

Hiccup let out a silent breath of relief, stage one complete.

Before long they were both in the air and Hiccup was exhilarated to be back flying again. He took Toothless up above the clouds and smiled as Astrid wrapped her arms around his middle and pulled him close to her, laying her face against his shoulder and sighing in contentment. It was just like the first time they had flown together and Hiccups heart soared. As the sun finally set Hiccup steered Toothless towards the cove.

As they landed and climbed down Hiccup noticed that Astrid was shivering and he berated himself for letting her get so cold. He quickly rummaged in his satchel at Toothless side and pulled out the cloak he had stuffed in there earlier. He quickly wrapped his arms around her and pulled the cloak over her shoulders.

"Sorry, I didn't think," he said ashamed. She moved and Hiccup flinched expecting the usual punch but instead she leaned into him and smiled.

"Better warm me up then," she said and he wrapped his arms tightly around her to do just that.

"Come on lets make a fire," and pulled her over to sit on a log. He then set about gathering sticks for the fire.

Once the fire was set Hiccup turned to Toothless who obliged him in lighting it with a short plasma blast. His work done Toothless then moved over to his favourite sleeping spot and heated the ground before curling up.

Hiccup watched and was smiling when he turned back to the fire and Astrid but what he saw made him freeze. She was holding two folded pieces of parchment, turning them over to note the names written there.

"What are these?" she asked noticing that one was addressed to herself, the other to Hiccups father.

"Oh nothing," he said making to grab them from her, he had forgotten they were in his bag and must have fallen out when he pulled the cloak free.

His actions however sparked Astrid's curiosity and she quickly lifted them out of his reach.

"No you don't, not till you tell me what they are," she said playfully.

Hiccups eyes narrowed at the challenge and he dived at her but she spun away.

"Come on Astrid, their nothing really, give them back," Hiccup pleaded.

Astrid just smiled.

"Make me," she said and laughed as Hiccup sprung to his feet and grabbed her round the middle.

He spun her round and then dug his fingers into her side. Very few people knew that Astrid was ticklish. She squirmed, her laughter growing as he attacked but she retaliated and soon Hiccup found himself on the floor trying desperately to curl into a ball to protect himself from her fingers. Yes Astrid was ticklish but not as much as Hiccup.

"Do you give up," Astrid said as she went once again for his knees. They were by far his most sensitive spot.

"Yes...gods yes...I give up," he said breathlessly.

Astrid mercifully withdrew and he cautiously began to uncurl, hoping that the assault was over. He never won those types of fights.

"You never play fair," he complained as he sat up grinning but the grin fell from his face when he saw Astrid break the seal on the letter that had been addressed to her.

"Astrid...please...don't," he pleaded, suddenly serious and fearful.

Astrid looked at him.

"I won, I should at least get to see what my prize is," she said and turned back to the fire to get better light with which to read.

Hiccups world collapsed at that point. He had never meant for anyone to read those letters whilst he was still alive. He had written them when he had been at his lowest, when he had been convinced that he had only a few more hours to live. There were things written there that he knew he would never have the courage to say to her himself, his heart was there is her hand, in charcoal and parchment.

Astrid was silent as she read and Hiccup's fear grew. He had never meant to be around to see her reaction. Now he would and it terrified him. It was then that he noticed what Astrid had not in her haste to open the letter. The maiden band she had given him lay on the ground between them and Hiccup pushed himself to his knees and picked it up. He held it gently in his hands and a lump came to his throat as he looked up at Astrid's silent form. Then he lowered his gaze to the floor and awaited his fate.

* * *

><p>As Astrid broke the seal on the letter she had felt extremely smug at winning it from Hiccup but as she read that feeling faded. After only a few lines she realised what she was reading and she placed a shaking hand to her mouth, her eyes pricking with tears.<p>

**_Astrid,_**

**_If you are reading this letter then I am no longer with you. There is so much I wanted to say to you so much that I wanted us to do together but fate has chosen another path for me, one that takes me away from you and down a road that is both frightening and lonely. Nevertheless it is one I must take alone. I know that this letter is a poor substitute for the things I wanted to say to you but it is all I have left and I will do my best. _**

**_I first want to tell you, remind you that although I was forced into this situation I chose my path. I do not regret what my choices have brought about and I am truly honoured to give my life for my tribe, to keep them safe. I need you to understand however that I did not just do this for them, I did it for you. I want to leave this world knowing that you are safe that I have been able, in whatever small part, to protect you and I would willing do so over and over again if the gods allow. _**

**_Although I must leave you I want you to know that I have loved you for longer than I can remember. Right from the moment we played as children I watched you from the sidelines. Watched as you grew as a warrior and a woman, you owned my heart from then even if you never realised it. You see I had a dream, one that I treasured, a dream that kept me warm on cold days, a dream that kept me going on days when I felt low or outcast. That dream was that one day you would notice me and that we would be joined forever in love and in marriage. Back then it was just a dream but it came closer to reality when you gave me the greatest gift you could ever bestow, when you consented to be my girlfriend._**

**_I remember that day in the cove so well and I have held that memory in my heart ever since but I have a confession. You extended your hand to me when you said yes and I grasped it tightly, never wanting to let go. I was and have been the happiest I have ever been since that day but I also know that I have been selfish. Selfish because I wanted to keep you for myself, never wanting to wake from my dream, knowing you deserved someone so much more worthy of you. You are more beautifying then the goddess Freyja and fiercer then Thor himself. You are also gentle and kind and I cherish everything about you but I am not a normal Viking, neither in act or appearance and I worried that I_ c_ould never give you what you deserved. Fearing each day that you would eventually see me for what I really was and have regrets I delayed and lingered in taking the next step. The step that would make a dream, become a reality. I know now that I have been a fool that I have failed to see and hear what you have been showing me, telling me from the very beginning. When you gave me your maiden band I finally realised and I am sorry that my realisation has come too late. I have now left this world and I have no regrets bar one. That is I was unable to full fill my deepest wish and ask you to be my wife. _**

**_I am sorry that I left it so late, sorry that I have dishonoured both your love and mine by denying what was plain before me. Please, if you can find it in your heart, forgive me. I want you to know how much I love you and it is your love that has given me the strength to face what awaits me. When you think back on me, think fondly and of the happy times we had together. Do not grieve, do not blame yourself. This was my choice. I chose this path and am happy that I have been able to keep our people and you safe._**

**_I wish I could keep writing, keep telling you over and over how much I love you, how much you mean to me but my time is now short. They will come for me soon but before I go I wish to return to you something that belongs to you, something that I have no right to keep where I am going. I have enclosed your maiden band with this letter not because I reject what you pledged to me that day on the beach but because I want you to have the opportunity to choose another. I kept it close from the moment you gave it to me and dearly wish I could take it with me on my final journey but I don't have that right. It is yours and you must be free to move on. Promise me that you will._**

**_Astrid look after yourself, live now for us both and know that I will be with you always. If you are able please help my father and Toothless come to terms with what has taken place. I've always know that you were the strongest of us and I know that you will use that strength to survive. Remember that I love you and always will. _**

**_I am yours forever, in this life and the next._**

**_Hiccup_**

Hiccup watched as Astrid lowered her shaking arm, still clutching the letter, but she did not turn around to look at him.

"A...Astrid...please say something," he said in almost a whisper, despair rising in his chest as he watched her shoulders begin to shake.

He lowered his head and gripped the leather band in his hand tighter.

"Gods...I...I'm sorry Astrid...I never intended you..." but his voice failed as she turned towards him.

Astrid's face was streaked with tears and her shoulders shook from suppressed sobs, her hand still clasped over her mouth in shock. She staggered forwards and fell to her knees in front of him. The letter gripped tightly in her hand. The silence was long and heavy between then and Hiccup felt tears coming to eyes.

"P...please I'm Sorry I should never...I," but Astrid placed a finger gently against his lips to silence him.

"Y...you wrote this for me," she said her voice choked.

He nodded and bowed his head unable to meet her eyes anymore. Her eyes were drawn to his hand and the familiar leather he held there. Hiccup saw her look and he held it out to her.

"I...if you want to t...take it back. I'll understand," he said, his heart breaking as he said those words and his hands began to shake.

Astrid reached out towards the offered band and to Hiccup time seemed to slow. He lowered his head in despair, wanting the ground to swallow him up and save him from the terrible moment when the soft leather would leave his hand for good and she would reclaimed what was hers. She would be free to choose a more worthy partner than him but he knew that he could never love another. However, instead of the lose he feared he felt her hands on his and then the gentle pressure as she closed his fingers back over the band.

"I told you I was yours Hiccup and I always will be. Whatever happens, remember," she said her voice thick with emotion and with that she felt Hiccups hands clasp over her own, a desperate grip, one of longing and need. She looked up and their eyes met.

"Then I have something to give you in return," he said his voice shaking with emotion and he reached into his tunic to withdrawn a small, beautifully decorated box.

"Astrid, I'm sorry I took so long. I'm sorry that my delay almost cost us the chance but I finally think its time I asked you something."

He opened the box with shaking hands and she gasped at the contents, her hand springing to her mouth again in surprise.

Nestled on a bed of fine white cloth within the little pearly box was the most beautiful ring she had ever seen. The fire light danced across its surface showing its intricate design, etched with swirls and runes and inlaid with what looked like small flecks of dragon scales.

It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen and she tore her eyes away reluctantly to meet Hiccups.

"Astrid I'm nothing special, I'm not the great messenger of the gods or great chief that everyone think me to be but I'm yours, completely and forever if you will have me," and with that he withdrew the ring from the box and held it before him.

"Astrid Hofferson...will...will you marry me," he asked with deep longing and looked at her.

Astrid eyes were streaming with tears, overloaded by the emotion, the confessions of love she had just read and the fact that one of the bravest Vikings that there had been since the days of old was nervously declaring himself to be unworthy of her but pledging her his heart.

She placed both hands on his face and looked at him deeply taking in the deep love that she could see in his eyes, the love he bore for her. She was one of the luckiest Vikings alive and she knew it.

"Yes," she breathed as she brought her face closer to his so that their foreheads touched.

"Gods, yes Hiccup I will marry you," and before she knew it their lips had met.

The passionate kiss they shared was like nothing they had experienced before. It was intense and conveyed all their longing, need and love for each other. He wrapped his arms tightly around her as he squeezed her closed to him. Their pounding heart beats becoming one as they clung to each other their hands ghosting over each others in a passionate dance. They had never experienced anything like it before and let themselves be taken along the road that love showed them. It was a long time before they pulled apart both breathing heavily. Hiccup drew Astrid's left hand before him and gently placed the ring where it belonged, no longer just a simple ring but a ring that signified the oath of bonding that they had declared to each other. If Hiccup could have his way it would be a ring of marriage before the week was out.

He held her hand tightly in his own as he looked at the ring that now sat there and then looked up to meet her eyes.

"Thank you for completing my dream," he said and smiled gently.

"Thank you," he repeated as he gripped her hand tighter in his own, bringing it closer to his chest, closer to his heart.

"It wasn't just your dream," she said as she embraced him more gently, then before he could realise what she was doing she punched him on the arm.

"Hey..what was that for?" he said indignantly.

"For taking so long," she whispered, pulling him back to her and kissing him once again.

"Fair enough, I guess I deserved that one," he said grinning as they broke apart.

Hiccup lay down beside the fire, using the log as pillow then pulled her down beside him. She lay her head on his chest and snuggled into his side as he wrapped his arms around her.

"Do you have any idea how happy I am right now, how much I love you," he said softly as he kissed her hair.

She sighed in contentment.

"You know I was beginning to worry you would never ask me," Astrid confessed as she lifted her head a little to look up at him.

Hiccups eyes became down cast.

"I know, I wanted you to have the chance to change your mind, I wanted you..."

But he couldn't finish because she placed a gently finger over his lips again.

"You did and that's what matters," she said smiling.

"You're such an idiot, noble but still an idiot to ever doubt yourself. I love you Hiccup and I've only ever loved you. That's why I gave you my maiden band. It was yours from the moment you asked me to be your girlfriend. I thought you knew that."

"I should have realised. I'm sorry for being such a fool," he said as he turned onto his side to face her, pulling her close and burying his face in her hair.

"Thank you for being patient with me."

She sighed again in contentment.

"Hiccup from now on we do things together. No more noble gestures or secrets between us. Your mine and believe me when I say that outcasts, berserkers, gods or anyone else will have to answer to me if they try to take you from me. Your mine now and I'm not letting go," she said as she brought her hand up to caress his face.

"I almost lost you again and I swear to any god that's listening that it's not going to happen again. If they want you then they will have to go through me."

"Astrid I...,"

"Because you're mine now Haddock, you try and leave me behind and you'll need more then one prosthetic," she said fiercely.

Hiccup gave up arguing at that point and chuckled. That was the Astrid he knew and loved.

He turned her face up to his and kissed her.

"Ok," he said smiling.

"Good," she said simply and buried herself further in his warm chest.

They lay their in each others arms, contented at last that they were finally, truly together. As they lay there Astrid looked lovingly at the ring that now adorned her hand. She had waited so long to feel its presence that she couldn't take her eyes off the beautiful object. She looked at the intricate design, the way the light reflected off its surface, highlighting the marbled effect of the mixed metals, the reflective surface of the dragon scales.

"Hiccup where did this come from?" She asked.

"Umm," Hiccup said as he lazily opened his eyes to look at the ring.

"I was given it."

"Who gave it to you?" She asked intrigued. Who would have kept such a beautiful and valuable object and then just given it away?

"I don't think you would believe me."

She looked up at him and he sighed.

"I wanted to make you a ring. You know, do something the traditional way for once but I didn't have any materials. I was desperate to ask you but without I ring I didn't think it would be right," he said honestly.

She slapped him gently on the chest.

"You idiot I didn't need a ring for you to ask me. I would have said yes if you'd asked me in passing across the dinner table."

Hiccup grinned at this.

"I realise that now but I really wanted to do it right. Thing is I knew I couldn't make a ring till I got back to Berk. It would have taken weeks but I was determined to do it right," he sighed.

"I was upset that I would have to wait that long and the Elder realised. On the day we left do you remember she wanted to talk to me alone?"

Astrid nodded.

"Well she wanted to do more than just talk to me. She took me back to the inner temple," Hiccup paused as the memories came flooding back. Astrid understood what was wrong.

"You're thinking about what happened there aren't you?"

He nodded.

"Yeah, its going to take a while for the memories to fade but the Elder said that to heal I needed to face my fear. It helped but its going to take time I think. I...I still have nightmares about the flames...," he trailed off and closed his eyes but opened them again at the feel of Astrid's hand on his face.

"She was right Hiccup but we will face those fears together. You don't have to do this alone," she said and looked at him deeply.

He nodded and kissed her palm in thanks.

"I know."

"Go on, what else happened?" Astrid said, encouraging him to finish the story.

"She took me to see Thors alter and showed me a hammer that had the effigy of a Night Fury and a rider carved on it. It was brought to the temple by my ancestor, Hamish, you know the one whose treasure we went after, she seemed to think that it was prophecy or something. She said that the rider and Night Fury were me and Toothless."

"She may be right Hiccup," Astrid said earnestly.

"I suppose," he reluctantly agreed.

"The other reason she took me there was to offer me a gift. She said that Thor had told her to let me choose an item from the gifts that had been left to honour him. Astrid there was more wealth there then I've ever seen my entire life. I could have chosen anything but I choose that box. If I didn't believe in the gods intervention before then I did afterwards when I saw what it contained. I knew straight away what I wanted to do with it," and he took her hand in his.

"The ring was a gift from Thor," and he brought the ring to his mouth and kissed it and the finger it adorned.

"Your not mad that I didn't make the ring myself are you?" he asked suddenly afraid that she would be offended.

"Hiccup I could never be mad at you for that. You could have handed me a broken Iron link and I would have let you place it on my finger. It's not the ring I wanted It was you."

He gave her a goofy grin.

"Were there two rings or just the one?" she asked suddenly wanting him to wear an oath band as she did to show everyone that he was hers. Not that anyone would have doubted it and if they did, well her axe would do the talking. She was filled with excitement when he reached into his tunic to pull out a second ring. She quickly took it from him.

She looked closely at the ring and her eyes widened at what she saw. The band was wider then hers, signifying that it was for a man rather than a woman and the design was very similar to her own but there was one significant difference.

"Hiccup did you look closely at this ring?"

Hiccup shook his head. He had spent more time gazing at the one he had given her.

"Their the same aren't they, apart from one being wider," he said now sitting up and looking at the ring in her hand.

"Nearly, but look there's a crest carved at the top of the band. Do you recognise it?" and she held the ring closer to the fire for him to see.

He looked and his eyes widened in shock.

"Is that...Is that my family crest?" he said looking at her in surprise.

"I think this belonged to your ancestor as well," she said gently tracing the Haddock chieftain crest with her thumb.

"Hiccup I really do think you have someone watching over you. Out of all that wealth you chose the one thing you wanted the most and ironically something that was always yours to own."

She turned to him.

"Your turn," she said and he looked at her with confusion for a moment before he realised what she wanted and held out his left hand.

"Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III, will you marry me," she said

Hiccup gave another goofy grin.

"I thought you'd never ask," he said earning himself a swat on the arm from Astrid before she slipped the ring onto his finger. As she did so Hiccup gave a shiver of pleasure at the cool feeling of the metal and the soft skin of her hand. It felt so right as though part of him that had been lost had been found at last. He was complete and he looked up at the woman who he would be bound to for the rest of his life and was once again stuck by her beauty. He leaned in, and with his left hand lifted her chin so that their eyes met.

"Astrid you know I really am the luckiest Viking alive right now. I never thought this day would come I was afraid that I would loose you before I gained the courage to ask you to be my wife. Thank you for choosing me...thank you for being patient," and he once again leaned in to capture her lips. The passion of their love as raw as before but welcome and when they were both sated with each other they lay back down again, sinking into each others embrace and drawing the cloak over themselves. Lulled by the soft beat of each others hearts they drifted off to sleep.

In the morning they would be found by the village and their union celebrated for days to come but for Astrid and Hiccup the only thing that mattered was that they had finally fulfilled their dream. Now there were new dreams to create and live. Who knew what the future would hold. All they knew was that they would face it together and that in itself was a dream come true.


	21. Epilogue

**Well, here we are, the final instalment. Thank you for reading, enjoy and I'll see you at the end.**

**Cathrath**

* * *

><p><span><strong>Epilogue<strong>

Hiccup stepped back and wiped the sweat from his eyes as he grinned at the mountain of a youth standing opposite him. He raised his sword to indicate his need for a break and his opponent did likewise.

Together the pair made their way over to the water trough on the far side of the academy and Thuggory took a large gulp of air before dunking his head into the water to cool down. Hiccup tried not to laugh. He didn't think Thuggory would be to keen to stick his head in the trough if he knew that Snotlout often used it to cool his backside down after Hookfang set light to it. Thuggory withdrew his head and shook the water out of his eyes, sighing in bliss.

"What?" he asked, noting Hiccups amusement.

"Nothing," Hiccup said turning away to hid the grin.

They both slumped to the floor in the shade of the wall and tried to catch their breath. It was a warm day for winter and it had been a hard work out. Thuggory ran his hand through his wet hair and turned to his friend.

"Thanks for making good on your promise to spar with me Hiccup," he said smiling.

Hiccup shrugged and held out a jug of water which Thuggory took gratefully.

"No problem, sorry it took me so long."

Thuggory drank deeply and handed the jug back to Hiccup.

"It was hardly your fault Hiccup. You weren't in any condition spar with me when you left the Island of Thor but I'm glad we got around to it in the end. It was well worth the wait though. Astrid wasn't kidding about you being good, you have some serious talent my friend."

"Nice to know I'm good at something," Hiccup joked as he took his own swig from the jug before wiping his mouth and setting it down between them.

"Im serious Hiccup you really are good. Some of those moves you pulled I know I couldn't and I've been training for years. You move more like an eel. I could barely keep up with you," Thuggory said giving his friend a look of admiration.

Hiccup coloured at the unexpected praise. It meant a lot to him coming from someone like Thuggory.

Thuggory looked around the arena taking in the training tools and chained roof.

"So this is where you train your dragons," he said as he looked around. He had been in the arena before but back then it had been used for dragon fights.

Hiccup nodded.

"Yeah, we call it the Dragon Academy now."

"I still can't believe you kept it quiet for so long," Thuggory said looking back at Hiccup.

Hiccup shrugged.

"It wasn't easy in fact it nearly got out when Dagur came to sign a treaty with my father a few years back. It was the first time we had seen him since he became Chief and it didn't go well. The twins had fallen out with each other and Barf and Belch, their Zippleback, went on a rampage around the village. Dagur caught it and wanted to kill it and use its blood to sign the treaty. It nearly ended in a war right there and then but we managed to stage a mock Dragon attack and Dagur ran for it."

Thuggory smiled at this.

"Must have been fun to see the little twerp run away with his tail between his legs?"

"That little twerp nearly got me killed a few months ago," Hiccup reminded his friend seriously.

Thuggory nodded.

"True. I wonder what those two are up to now?"

Hiccup shrugged.

"Who cares, as long as they stay far away from me."

Thuggory nodded again in agreement and then looked across at Hiccup.

"Want to go again?"

Hiccup shook his head.

"I'd love to but you know...getting married in the morning," he said with a shy smile.

Thuggory smiled.

"That's true, and let's not forget your birthday celebrations tonight."

Hiccup groaned and rolled his eyes.

"Yeah, that to."

He hadn't wanted a fuss about his birthday. Everyone was busy with wedding plans and looking after the visiting tribal heads and guests that had been invited to the wedding. Hiccup didn't want to cause any more work for anyone but his father had insisted. Eighteen was an important age for a Viking, especially when you were the heir to your tribe so what should have been a few days of celebration was turning into a week's worth.

"I still can't believe you're getting married before me," Thuggory said with a laugh.

Hiccup smiled at the thought. It was true but the preparations had taken a lot longer than he had thought. It had been a long two month wait to get to this point.

Prompted by his father the village had tracked them down to the cove the morning after the Time of Offering celebrations. It was tradition to drag newly engaged couples before the chief so that they could formally announce their intentions and make the engagement official in the eyes of the tribe.

To this end Hiccup and Astrid had been startled awake by a cacophony of shouts and cheers as the tribe descended on them and before long they had been dragged back to the village and ceremoniously dumped on the steps of the great hall in front of his father. Hiccup had then had to go through the ritual of Handsal.

He had stuttered his way shyly though the ritual, declaring his love and devotion for his intended and repeating his proposal which Astrid once again accepted. The deal had been sealed with a handshake between their families. In the eyes of their parents and the tribe Astrid and Hiccup were officially considered engaged from that moment on.

Hiccup had hoped that would be it and they could get down to setting a date for the wedding but he had forgotten about the other formalities involved. Astrid's bride price for one, the payment he would make to Astrid's father for her hand. It had all seemed unnecessary. To him Astrid was priceless and to set a price to 'buy' her seemed more than a little insulting but it was tradition and he had no choice this time but to go along with it.

The negotiations should have taken place between himself and Astrid's father but in reality it had been his own father that had haggled and negotiated on his behalf. He had sat in the background holding Astrid's hand as the two friends haggled over their children's future, enjoying themselves immensely in the process. Finally a fee had been settled on and Hiccup had sealed the deal with another handshake. He had absolutely no idea how much he had agreed to pay for Astrid, it really didn't matter. He would have given everything he owned to marry the woman he loved and no amount of money, cattle or land could amount to her value to him.

However if Hiccup had held any lingering hopes of a quick wedding they had soon been dashed. Whilst other people could enjoy that luxury being the heir to the tribe made it difficult. There were protocols to follow with a wedding such as this and it seemed that it was considered bad manners not to invite the chiefs of any tribes they were allied to. Seeing as they had recently signed treaties with half the Archipelago this had led to a very long list and going on the amount of people that had been arriving over the last week, everyone had accepted. Of course Hiccup and Astrid had an input as well. They had invited their friends Thuggory and Camicazi and Hiccup had sent a Terrible Terror to Symon. They had been sure of the Bogbuggler's and Meatheads acceptance but Hiccup hadn't been sure if the Elder would allow Symon to leave his studies. He had been delighted though when a Terror had arrived several days ago to say that she had allowed him to come and that he would be arriving that afternoon.

Although the preparations had taken longer than expected Hiccup had hadn't been idle. In addition to throwing parties and feasts the one other thing Berk was good at was building houses, a legacy of the days of the dragon war when houses were destroyed most nights. Although it was far from being completed the tribe had joined together to help build the soon to be newly weds a home to call their own. Hiccup was proud of what they had achieved so far and he hoped that Astrid, who hadn't seen the inside yet, would approve.

It had seemed like the wedding day would never come but finally the preparations were completed and tomorrow, tomorrow he would finally be getting married.

Thuggory nudged Hiccup with his elbow.

"You still with me?" He asked in amusement at Hiccup wistful and vacant expression. Hiccup turned and smiled.

"I was just thinking about how long it has taken to get to this point. I thought I would never be getting married with all the preparations that have been necessary. It turns out being an heir and getting married really isn't a simple affair."

Thuggory groaned.

"Don't I know it," he said in despair.

Hiccup looked at his friend in understanding.

"It's your own fault, you're the one who wanted to marry another tribes Heir, but you only have to a few more weeks to wait. Your preparations were even more complicated than mine."

Thuggory sighed.

"True, who would have thought that merging two tribe's would require so much paperwork. It's driving Cami crazy but she understands it's necessary. I suppose a few more weeks aren't going to make a lot of difference."

Thuggory then stood and offered his hand to Hiccup who took it. Thuggory helped his friend to his feet.

"I suppose we should go wash up," he said as he returned the sword he had been using to the rack.

Hiccup looked down at his dust and sweat stained tunic.

"Might be a good idea, I don't think Astrid or Cami will approve of the way we smell or look right now," he said laughing as he tried and failed to brush the worst of the dirt away.

Thuggory grinned.

"Oh I don't know," he said bunching his muscles dramatically.

"They might like us looking and smelling a bit rawer and Viking like."

Hiccup laughed again and shook his head.

"You can chance it if you like but I know what Astrid will do to me if I turn up like this. If it's all the same to you my friend I'd like to keep my remaining limbs."

Thuggory slumped.

"Guess you're right, I'm not really in the mood for running from Cami either."

He wrapped an arm around Hiccups shoulders and swept the other dramatically towards the academy exit.

"Lead on then brave warrior...to the bath house...clean clothes...and happy, non violent fiancées and lots and lots of mead."

Hiccup laughed and together they made their way towards the bath house.

* * *

><p>On the other side of the town Astrid and Camicazi were making their own preparations for the evening.<p>

"What do you think will suit me best, the blue or the red?" Astrid asked as she held up the two shirts for Camicazi to see.

Camicazi giggled.

"What!" Astrid said in annoyance.

"It's just...when did you get so..well, you know..girly?" Camicazi said trying to contain her laughter as she sat down on Astrid's bed, regarding her friend closely.

Astrid looked a little sheepish at this. Was it that obvious?

"Um...well...I mean I don't really think I'm being that girly...am I," she said looking at Camicazi.

"Well yeah, you kind of are...I mean since when did you start to worry about what clothes you wore...oh and the red suits you better by the way," she added.

Astrid sighed and placed the blue shirt back in the cupboard before sitting down next to her friend.

"I don't know what's come over me," she said quietly.

"Don't you? I've got a few ideas. He's tall, good looking, excellent with sword, the Hero of Berk, blessed by the Gods, loves the colour green...need I go on?"

Astrid gave Camicazi a sideways look and smiled shyly.

"Yeah...that could well be the reason," she said softly then scowled at her friend.

"If you tell anyone I'll kill you," she said fiercely.

Camicazi just laughed.

"That's the Astrid I know, and to think Hiccup was so worried that you wouldn't have him that he checked with me first to see if you would say yes."

Astrid pulled back from Camicazi and gave her a wide and shocked look. Camicazi instantly slapped a hand over her mouth.

"Oh bother...that was meant to be a secret," she said.

Astrid's look darkened.

"How many more people knew about the proposal before I did?" she asked in annoyance.

Camicazi shrugged.

"Well, Thuggory knew after I told him."

Astrid's look darkened even further. She understood their parents knowing about the proposal. Hiccup would have had to have asked their permission before asking her but to find out that he had checked with their friends as well. She felt almost insulted, had Hiccup distrusted her feelings that much? Camicazi saw the anger encroach on Astrid face and she quickly stepped in before it got out of hand.

"Astrid wait, now don't go getting the wrong idea," she said quickly

"It wasn't that Hiccup was unsure of your feelings towards him it was just that he really didn't think he was good enough for you. He loves you so much that if I had said I thought it was a bad idea he would have given you up. It would have broken his heart and destroyed his soul but he would have done it...for you."

Astrid's face softened. She remembered the letter the he had written to her as a finally goodbye when he thought he was about to die. He had wanted to burn it but she had kept it and it was now safely locked away in a box were she kept her most treasured possessions.

"Please don't be mad at him," Camicazi begged as she wrapped her arms around her friend.

Astrid leaned into the hug and smiled. She wasn't angry anymore. This was just who Hiccup was and it was why she loved him so much.

"I'm not. Gods, I'm getting married tomorrow Cami...I can't believe the days finally here. I thought it would never come," she said smiling softly at the thought of finally marrying Hiccup.

She stood and pulled the red shirt over her head, then attached the new fur hood that her father had given her around her shoulders and looked long at herself in the mirror.

"What do you think Cami? Will I steal his heart again?" She said as she turned, placing her hand on her cocked hip.

Camicazi smiled and stood.

"His and everyone else's if you keep dressing like that," she said in earnest.

She turned Astrid round to look back in the mirror.

"Now let's make it the perfect package and do something different with your hair."

* * *

><p>Before the sun had even set below the horizon the evening's celebrations were well underway. One thing Berk knew how to do was throw a party. Gradually the hall bean to fill with people and Hiccup was watching the door closley. He was waiting for Astrid before he joined in. Not that he was particularly keen to get drunk or anything. Mead really wasn't his thing and he had had quite enough of the stuff over the last month with the Bridal-ale that he and Astrid had to drink each day, sweet honeyed mead that made him feel a little sick. Plus he still had the formal part of his birthday celebrations to go through and he needed a clear head. Turning eighteen was an important time for a Viking. He was now an adult in the eyes of the tribe and allowed to be involved in council meetings and important tribal decisions.<p>

He looked up as the door to the great hall opened again. He felt distinctly disappointed when Thuggory and Camicazi entered. Where was she? He felt a small wave of panic grip him. Had she changed her mind about getting married to him, was she avoiding him? He was about to slump back into his seat to nurse his fears when he finally saw her and what he saw took his breath away.

Astrid stood in the doorway, tall and slim as she always was but dressed in a way he had never seen her dress before. Gone was her familar blue shirt. Instead she wore one of bright red with a soft fur hood over her shoulders. The colour suited her well. Her hair was different to. She had a fine golden plait which framed the left side of her face until it joined the rest of her hair in an intricate plait across her left shoulder. She looked beautiful and Hiccup fell in love all over again.

She smiled as she saw him and made her way over. He shook his head to clear his stunned thoughts and moved forward to meet her.

"You look amazing," he said as they reached each other and shared a chaste kiss. They weren't really meant to be touching or alone together in case they let themselves get 'carried' away before the wedding night. It had been one of the hardest parts of the engagement to put up with. Another stupid pre marriage tradition as far as Hiccup was concerned but it was kind of allowed when they were in company. A gently kiss and touch could hardly be described as going into 'forbidden' territory.

Astrid smiled against his lips as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

"You to," she said as she took in Hiccups attire.

He was still wearing his long sleeved green tunic but he had over laid it with a second short sleeved one of a slightly different shade of green, no doubt to ward off the cold but the combination did look good on him.

"Hey, you two...stop it...you know the rules...none of that," came a gruff voice and the couple looked away from each other to see Gobber limping his way over to them.

Astrid smiled and slowly lowered her arms from Hiccups neck, bringing her hands down across his chest so as to keep contact with him for as long as possible. She smiled as she felt him shiver under her touch.

"Your fathers ready to start your gift presentation," Gobber announced to Hiccup as he reached them.

Hiccup sighed.

"Do we really have to do this?" He asked as he took Astrid's hand and began to follow Gobber toward the dais.

"Why ask stupid questions," Gobber shot back over his shoulder.

"Its tradition and you're going to follow it for once," he added as they reached the platform.

"You'll be fine," Astrid said as she squeezed his hand in reassurance.

Hiccup sighed and climbed the dais towards his father. At seeing him Stoick raised his arms and the hall fell silent.

"Everyone thank you for joining us at this happy time. Tomorrow we witness the lawful and happy union of my son and his beautiful bride, Astrid. It has been a long few months but the day is now upon us and I'm sure that you will all join me in wishing them the best of happiness and future," he said loudly raising his mug of mead high and the crowd followed suite with loud cheers.

Stoick raised his hands once again for silence.

"Yes, yes thank you. However that's a celebration for tomorrow. Today we witness a rite of passage that has been passed down from Chief to Chief of the Hooligan tribe, a rite that has been conducted when an heir reaches the age of eighteen winters, the presentation of the tribal gift."

He gestured for Hiccup to move forward. He did so nervously.

"My son Hiccup has now reached that age," Stoick continued, placing a hand on Hiccups shoulder. He then turned to address his son.

"Hiccup, are you ready to receive your gift from the tribe?"

Hiccup looked at the crowd and then at his father.

"I am," he said clearly, glad that his nerves were not showing in his voice.

"Then kneel my son and receive our gift," his father said formally.

Hiccup did so and Stoick turned to a stool beside him on which sat a square flat box. He opened the box and drew out a thin circlet of gold.

He then turned back to Hiccup.

"Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III, each member of this tribe has freely given an item of value and personal worth which have been joined in the fire of the forge to make this circlet as a gift to you. This is not a crown but a symbol of joining, a sign of the tribe's faith and trust in you and of your duty and commitment to them as their heir and future chief. Do you accept this gift and the weight it bears?"

Hiccup looked up at his father.

"I accept this generous gift and what it symbolises with all my heart. All that the tribe requires of me I will willingly give if it is within my power and the law to do so," he said solemnly speaking the words of the ancient ritual with confidence and pride.

"Then join with us and we will become one," Stoick finished, placing the circlet on Hiccups head. He then extended his hand and helped Hiccup to his feet. As he did so the hall erupted with the sound of cheers and songs.

"Well done," his father said quietly to Hiccup, gripping his shoulder with pride once more before grabbing his mug and joining Mogadon who was well into the party by now and trying to dance with Bertha who didn't seem too amused at her fellow chiefs antics.

Hiccup quickly descended the steps and joined Astrid once again as the party around him got back underway. She pecked him on the cheek.

"Well done," she said adding her own praise to his fathers.

She looked closely at the circlet and noted the fine design. Gobber it seemed was as much an artist as Hiccup. Well she supposed he had to have learnt it from someone.

It wasn't something Hiccup would wear every day it was something for special occasions, weddings, funerals, his own included and of course the day he took the chieftain vows. It was a symbol of his commitment to the tribe and theirs to him. He didn't need the circlet to prove or show his worth though. It was merely a formality and tradition where Hiccup was concerned. After all, he had more than fulfilled that requirement to date but she had no doubt that he would do so again before long. It was just who Hiccup was and she wouldn't change him for the world.

Smiling she took his hand and pulled him through the crowd to commence his celebrations in earnest.

* * *

><p>The celebrations continued for most of the night and Hiccup was feeling tired and more than a little under the weather. Snotlout and the twins had managed to coerce him into one of their drinking games. He wasn't one for alcohol at the best of times and the few drinks he had been able to stomach were now making his head ache and the room swim. Thankfully Astrid had seen his plight and rescued him before he could get pressured into anther round. They were now sitting on a bench in the corner of the great hall, trying to keep out of everyone's way.<p>

"I feel terrible," Hiccup groaned as he leaned back against Astrid who had her own back up against the wall.

"Well it's your own fault, you let the twins drag you over there," she chided.

Hiccup groaned again and he reached up to remove the circlet, hoping that the removal of its weight would help alleviate his growing headache.

"I know, I know. I thought it would only be a couple of drinks, not a whole barrel of mead," he groaned again, closing his eyes but then opened them again quickly as closing them just made the world spin more and the sickening feeling worse.

"You're exaggerating," Astrid said with amusement as she played with the ends of his hair. She was suddenly struck with an idea and began to braid the long ends.

"What are you doing?" Hiccup asked as he raised his hand to feel what she was up to but Astrid just swatted his hand away.

"Leave it alone," she said in annoyance as she finished the first braid and started on a second.

Hiccup sighed and let her carry on. He could always take them out later.

"Is this a hint that I need my hair cutting?" He said trying to turn and look at her.

Astrid pulled on the braid she was weaving.

"Ow. What was that for?"

"Oh you know...things, and no, your hair is a perfect length. I could braid hundreds of these things in it," she said with a smirk.

Hiccup tried to look at her again but she tugged harder this time.

"Seriously Astrid, what's with the hair pulling? What have I done?" He asked again. He had to have done something to upset her but he couldn't for the life of him think what it was. She only dished out the pain when he was in trouble.

She leaned round and whispered in his ear.

"Um... oh I don't know...how about asking everyone else if it was OK to propose to me before actually getting round to asking me yourself," she said teasingly, enjoying watching him squirm and his eyes widen in alarm as she told him she knew of his secret discussions with Camicazi. Suddenly he stiffened.

"OK...go on...get it over with," he said biting his lip and squeezing his eyes shut in anticipation.

"Get what over with?" She asked innocently.

"The beating," he said as his shoulders slumped.

Astrid smiled but she didn't hit him like he expected. Instead she kissed his cheek and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

"Now why would I do that?" she said gently.

Hiccup dared to open his eyes a little.

"You're...you're not mad," he said warily thinking that this was too good to be true.

She kissed him again and smiled as she felt the tension leave him.

"No...I was at first...but Cami explained why you spoke to her first and I realised that was why I loved you so much."

Hiccup half turned to look at her more closely.

"Astrid...you will be there tomorrow...won't you?" He asked in a quiet voice, his eyes wide and vulnerable as he looked at her.

She kissed him on the lips.

"You try and stop me," she said smiling, laying her forehead against his.

Hiccup smiled and kissed her back. They were both deep into the kiss when a loud voice startled them apart.

"**Oi, I thought I told you two to knock it off**," Gobber said as he joined them.

The pair turned to smile sheepishly at him. However, neither let go of each other's hand. Gobber shook his head in mock disappointment, a half smile on his face.

"Oh I give up. You never will follow the rules with you Lad."

Hiccup gave his mentor a wide grin.

"Well if I can break you two apart for a few short minutes I have something to give you Hiccup," Gobber said as he sat down opposite them.

Hiccup and Astrid sat forward and Gobber handed Hiccup a long sheath containing a dagger.

"Happy birthday lad, the blade is my gift to you but the sheath well that's the rest of your gift from the tribe."

Hiccup looked up in surprise.

"Rest of my gift?"

"Aye lad, everyone was very generous. I had so much gold that I had some left over after making your circlet so I added the rest to the sheath."

Hiccup looked at the object in his hands more closely. The leather had been reinforced with iron as was the normal practice but then it had been decorated in a fine sheet of gold. The gold was etched in a similar style to the circlet. Hiccup was stunned at the tribe's generosity towards him. He looked at his mentor.

"I don't know what to say," Hiccup admitted, unable to find the words to express how much it meant to him.

Gobber smiled at his apprentice's speechlessness and shrugged.

"Ah well, you mean a lot to us lad. Now what do you think of the blade?"

Hiccup pulled the long blade free and was instantly surprised by its weight. His eyes narrowed in suspicion.

"Is this...Gronckle Iron?" He asked, although he already knew the answer.

Gobber nodded then cupped his hand around his mouth and leaned closer.

"Don't tell anyone but Fishlegs found the right combination of rocks again, were keeping it a secret. Don't want another stampede like last time."

Hiccup grinned at the memory. No they definitely didn't want a repeat of the Gronckle mania that had swept the tribe last time. He looked at the dagger. It was one of the best pieces he had ever seen Gobber produce.

"Thanks Gobber. It's fantastic," he said beaming at his friend.

Gobber nodded.

"You're welcome lad."

Then he stood.

"Oh well, better back to the party, and you two better be getting home soon. You've got an early start in the morning and I don't think either of you will be impressed with each other if you over sleep."

As he moved away he called out over his shoulder.

"And keep your hands to yourself," before disappearing back into the crowd.

Hiccup held both of the tribe's gifts in his hands, turning them over and noting the dragon designs etched there. Every Viking received a special gift on their eighteenth winter from their family but for an heir of the Hooligan's the circlet was a traditional gift from the tribe. He couldn't even begin to express how the objects made him feel. To know that every member of the tribe had donated something of personal value to make them was very humbling and touching. Then finding out that people had donated more than was normal just added to the deep feeling of honour he was experiencing.

Finished with the braids Astrid looked over his shoulder to see what he was looking at.

"They really are beautiful," she said.

Hiccup nodded.

"I know its tradition but I'm really touched that everyone felt I was worth it," he said quietly.

His words struck Astrid and she hugged him close.

"Hiccup I know you don't think highly of yourself but you are so wrong to think that way. You mean a lot to us...to me...you need to start trusting and believing in yourself."

Hiccup nodded. It was true he needed to become more confident now that he was an adult. Childish fears and worries needed to be put behind him. It was a new life and he would try to make them all proud.

* * *

><p>Hiccup woke with a loud cry of alarm, sitting bolt upright in bed and breathing in heavy laboured pants. He was also drenched in sweat and shaking from head to toe. Loud foot falls came from below and Hiccup cursed. He had woken his father with his cry.<p>

The trap door to his room lifted and the form of Stoick appeared at the top of the stairs, a candle in his hand. Toothless also roused from his slab and moved closer to the bed.

"What is it...what's happened?" Stoick asked in concern as he entered the room.

Hiccup stretched out a hand to stroke Toothless and Stoick noticed that his sons hand was trembling. He moved across the room and sat down on the bed beside Hiccup. Outside the first light of dawn was just starting to show.

"Was it the nightmare again, the one with the flames?" Stoick asked knowingly. In recent weeks Hiccup's shouts had woken him on more than one occasion. After some gentle persuasion Hiccup had confessed about the nightmares, of being trapped by flames, a legacy from his experiences on the Island of Thor.

Hiccup shook his head.

"No...not that one...not this time," Hiccup said quietly. Still stroking Toothless to help calm himself.

"Want to talk about it?" Stoick asked gently. Eighteen his son may be but he was still his boy.

Hiccup looked a little embarrassed.

"Um...well...it's a bit silly really..." he said in embarrassment as he recalled what had awoken him.

"Come on, out with it," Stoick said firmly.

"Um...well...I was being chased by a really angry...um monster..."

"I see and what did this monster look like," his father asked trying to keep his amusement in check, he had a fair idea.

Hiccup glanced down and began to play with his bed furs, his face colouring further.

"Um...it had blond hair and a really big axe and no matter what I did I couldn't get way from it..."

Stoick held up his hand.

"Ah...I know the one. I had exactly the same one...the night before I got married to your mother," and he grinned at his son.

"You kind of felt as though fate was chasing you...that you couldn't escape...that no matter where you ran, it...she...would always find you?"

Hiccup smiled sheepishly.

"Yeah...that about sums it up."

Stoick clapped his son hard across the back laughing. Hiccup doubled over at the blow coughing.

"Nothing to worry about then, its perfectly normal to feel a little bit nervous when your about to get married. I felt the same, even though I loved your mother, it's a big step, a change not only in identity but in your life style as well. It's not a bad thing though...you wait and see lad," he said grinning as he stood up from the bed.

Hiccup straightened and smiled shyly at the thought of his impending wedding.

"Well seeing as your awake we might as well make a start on getting you ready. We've got lots to do before midday," Stoick said moving around the room and lighting the other candles, then the fire.

Hiccup took a deep breath and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, his nerves building at the thought that he had only a few more hours of bachelorhood left. He felt around for his prosthetic and fumbled with the straps, his fingers trembling as he did so making the job take longer than normal. His father came back over and looked closely at his son.

"You need a shave," he said bluntly.

Hiccup raised a hand to his face and felt the rough surface. Shaving was becoming a regular thing now and he was glad that Astrid didn't like the idea of him with a beard, he looked ridiculous with one.

"Hold out your hands," his father commanded.

Hiccup looked at him in confusion but did as he had been instructed. He was surprised to see his hands shaking violently.

"Well you're not shaving yourself this morning that for certain. You can consider it a wedding gift to the bride that I'm not sending you to her with your face in tatters," he father said firmly as he moved to grab Hiccups wash basin and shaving blade.

* * *

><p>An hour later Hiccup was seated downstairs, freshly shaven a large plate of grilled fish and eggs in front of him. Normally he would have woofed the lot down in one go but his nerves were starting to mount to a point where was feeling nauseous so he just pushed the food around the plate. Stoick smiled as he watched his son.<p>

"If you don't eat something your going to faint before we even get to the ceremony," he scolded pushing a plate of bread and butter towards him instead.

Hiccup took a slice and nibbled around the edges. Stoick just sighed. It was going to be a long morning.

* * *

><p>On the other side of the village Astrid wasn't fairing much better. She hadn't been plagued with any nightmares but now she was awake her nerves were starting to get the better of her, and one thing that Astrid didn't handle well was feeling out of control and nervous.<p>

"Damn it," she cursed as she tried for the tenth time to plait her hair right, the way Camicazi had done for her the night before.

Her mother entered the room and looked at her daughter who was getting increasingly frustrated with the simple task.

"I don't know why you're bothering love. You'll have to undo it when you have the last of your baths this morning," she said in amusement.

Astrid groaned and gave up playing with her hair. Her mother was right. This would be the final of her ritual purification baths and she would be glad when they were over. It wasn't that she was averse to bathing, she enjoyed going to the bath house, but these weren't normal baths. She had to listen to the women of the tribe giving her advice on how to be a good wife, what her new husband would expect and need from her. There had also been lots of more intimate advice which had made her blush to the roots of her hair. No doubt Hiccup had been getting similar advice during his ritual baths but it was downright embarrassing. She knew people meant well but they had always just found things out together for themselves. Being married to each other wouldn't be any different as far as she was concerned.

"Come on then, the men will have finished by now," he mother said as she tried to hurry her daughter along.

Astrid gave herself one long last look at in the polished mirror and then stood to follow her mother, only a few more hours to go and she would finally be married to Hiccup.

* * *

><p>Hiccup paced backwards and forwards in front of the temporary altar that had been erected in the southern field.<p>

"Hiccup for the love of Thor will you stand still," Thuggory exclaimed in annoyance as his friend passed in front of him for the hundredth time.

Understanding that his rider's friend wanted his master to stand still, Toothless stepped forward to grab the bottom of Hiccups Tunic, bringing him to a sudden stumbling halt.

"Toothless..." Hiccup said sharply in annoyance as he re found his balance.

Toothless just whined at him and cocked his head to one side. He could sense his rider's anxiety but couldn't understand what was bothering him. Hiccup sighed and stroked the Night Fury in apology.

"Sorry bud," he murmured before reaching up to fidget nervously with the collar of his tunic. It was new, with a high straight collar rather than the open throat ones he preferred. He found it uncomfortable and more than a little tight. He wondered if this was what a noose felt like.

Thuggory sighed again in frustration and stepped forward to take Hiccups hand away from the fabric.

"You can stop that as well, you'll tear it," he said firmly, feeling more like a mother hen right now than a friend.

He looked at Hiccup and noted his wide, nervous look and shook his head in amusement.

"You look like a trapped deer about to be shot," he said laughing.

Hiccup gave his friend an annoyed looked.

"It's Ok for you to joke. What if she doesn't turn up? What if she's changed her mind? What if...," but he was stopped by Thuggory firmly shaking his shoulders.

"Hiccup enough. You love each other right?"

Hiccup nodded.

"You trust her?"

"Yes of course I do," Hiccup protested.

"Then stop worrying, Astrid will be here. Don't forget were early, she's not due for another half an hour," he said gesturing to the sun overhead. The wedding would take place when it was at his highest.

Hiccup slumped.

"Oh, gods Thug I'm so nervous," Hiccup admitted.

"Really, I would never have guessed," Thuggory laughed.

Movement from the direction of the village caused Hiccup to look around. Gradually people were making their way into the field and Hiccup took a few deep calming breaths as they approached. Soon Astrid would be making her way across that field.

One of the group broke away and moved towards them, a tall youth of their own age in yellow robes. Symon smiled as he reached them and Hiccup shook his hand warmly in greeting.

"How are you holding out?" Symon asked as he looked at his friend.

"Terribly," Thuggory said in amusement, answering on Hiccup's behalf.

Hiccup shot him another annoyed look. Thuggory was obviously enjoying his friends discomfort but Hiccup would make him pay for it when his own turn came. He looked back at Symon.

"Ok I admit it, I'm a bit nervous," Hiccup said with a half smile.

"Thuggory is trying to keep my feet on the ground though...when he's not enjoying watching me squirm," he said looking across at his burly friend.

"Trying and failing miserably," Thuggory admitted with a shrug, rolling his eyes.

Symon grinned.

"Well, I won't keep you. Your bride will be here soon. I just wanted to pass on a message from Elder before the ceremony began. She said to tell you that Thor would bless your union and that she and the temple would add their prayers to your own at the time you make your vows."

Hiccup looked stunned at this.

"Is it normal for the temple to do that?" He asked in surprise, looking at Symon and then Thuggory in turn.

Thuggory looked a little awed at the information and Symon shook his head.

"No, I've certainly not heard of anything like this before. The temple is normally neutral in all things but I think on this occasion it's special. You made quite an impression my friend."

Hiccup was about to say more when he saw movement again at the far side of the field. His father was now approaching and Hiccup swallowed nervously.

"Well I'd better go take my place," Symon said as he noticing the start of the wedding procession.

"Good luck Hiccup and congratulations," he said as he shook Hiccups hand one last time before joining the large group of witnesses that had gathered.

Hiccup looked at his father as he reached them and noticed that like him he was wearing a golden circlet, his own tribal gift. Hiccup had to admit that Gold probably wasn't the best colour for their family. It clashed terribly with their hair.

"Well, my boy, are you ready?" Stoick asked with a wide grin.

Hiccup swallowed nervously and nodded. His father moved up onto the altars platform and Hiccup joined him. He glanced at Thuggory who gave him an encouraging smile. Hiccup didn't return it though because his attention had been drawn to the group of women that were now approaching. As they got closer they parted and he got his first clear look of Astrid.

Hiccup hadn't known what to expect Astrid to be wearing for the wedding. He supposed that she would wear the same things she always did but he had been wrong. For the second time in as many hours he found himself staring at her in awe. Gone were her normal armoured shoulders guards, spiked skirt and leggings. Instead she wore something he thought he would never have seen her wear in his lifetime and probably never would again. She was wearing a long woollen dress of pale blue, fixed at the waist with a long golden belt and her golden hair was free of its normal braid, framing her face perfectly as it hung loose over her shoulders. He couldn't remember ever seeing her with her hair down before, she looked stunning. Her head was adorned with a bridal crown. A beautiful weave of flowers which Hiccup suspected hadn't come from Berk. They looked like ones that grew close to the volcano on Dragon Island. She took his breath away and Hiccup had to be poked from his state reverence by his father. Shaken from his stunned state he quickly made his way down the steps to greet her. He bowed deeply to her and held out his hand. She took it with a shy smile and he led her up towards his father.

"You look beautiful," he breathed quietly to her as they climbed together.

Astrid gave him a sideways glance and blushed with a small smile. She didn't care right now if people saw her like that. She had done all this for Hiccup and was pleased that it had had the desired effect if the rapture in his eyes as he looked at her was anything to go by.

They reached the top of the platform and stood before their chief.

"Ready you two," he said quietly to the pair. They both nodded and he looked up to address the crowd.

"People of Berk, honoured guests, we are gathered here this day to bear witness to the joining of these two people, a joining not only of man and woman but of families and friends. Before we proceed I must ask if any witness here declares that this marriage is unjust or unlawful."

The question was a necessary part of the ceremony and whilst no objection was expected both Astrid and Hiccup tensed during the short pause, but the field remained silent and Stoick continued.

"Very well, let us proceed. Bring forward the offering to the gods."

Thuggory stepped forward and held out a bowl which contained dragon scales. One thing that Hiccup had been absolutely adamant about was that there would be no sacrifice of any kind. He'd had quite enough of that. Instead Astrid and Hiccup had agreed on a different offering, something more akin to the Berk way of life. A fallen scale from each dragon on the island had been gathered and coated with Monstrous nightmare saliva. The bowl would then be set alight and placed on the altar as an offering.

Hiccup took the bowl from Thuggory and placed a black scale from Toothless into the bowl, Astrid did the same with a blue one from Stormfly. Hiccup then turned to Toothless.

"Would you mind bud?" He asked holding the bowl out.

Toothless climbed up beside him and very gently let out a small plasma blast that lit the saliva.

"Thanks bud," Hiccup said, and he scratched his friend between the ears in gratitude before the dragon stepped back down to stand beside Thuggory and Stormfly with a small chirp.

Hiccup offered the bowl to Astrid who placed her hands beside his and together they handed it to his father. Stoick took the bowl and placed it on the altar behind him, amongst the symbols of the Gods that rested there to bless the altar and the union. He then turned back to the couple.

"Let the exchange of the ancestors take place," he said moving onto the next step.

Again Hiccup turned to Thuggory who handed him an old and ornate sword. Astrid did likewise towards Camicazi and took the short handled axe that she was offered, it had been her Uncle Finns. They both held the weapons out to each other. Astrid raised an eyebrow at the sword that Hiccup offered her. It was clearly old and she could see soil still on its surface.

"Did you break into a real grave?" she whispered, shocked that Hiccup of all people would follow that ancient customer.

Hiccup smiled and shook his head.

"No, don't be silly. I would never do that. The swords real, my grandfathers in fact but my dad staged a mock grave and had Tuffnut jump out at me in the dark to scare me into thinking it was my grandfather's ghost...worked as well...scared me half to death," he whispered back feeling embarrassed at the confession that he had been tricked so easily. He should have been expecting it.

Astrid tried to hide her smile but was failing miserably.

"Come on you two, were at the important bit now," Stoick chastised quietly to the pair and Hiccup took a deep gulp. It was time for the vows.

"Do you Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III take this woman Astrid Ilera Hofferson to be you wife?"

Hiccup raised an eyebrow at hearing Astrid's middle name. He didn't even know she had one but noted that it could come in handy later. Then he took a deep breath and looked at Astrid, making sure to meet her eyes.

"I Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III accept this woman and pledge that all that I have, my possessions, my sword, my life and my soul are hers. I will love, honour and defend her till the end of my days when I join the Gods at their table in Valhalla."

He then took her hand gently in his own.

"I also pledge that we will be equals in everything, marriage and status throughout our lives together."

Astrid's eyes widen at this last part and she felt tears come to her eyes. He had not only just pledged his life and soul to her but had done something unprecedented. A woman was normally subservient to a man once they had married. Not that Hiccup would have enforced that rule but he had just declared publicly that she would have equal status to him in the marriage and a status akin to his own in the tribe as heir and then chief when the time came.

"Oh...Hiccup," she said fighting back the tears as he held out the sword to her, his engagement ring resting on the blade, waiting to become a ring of marriage.

A loud sniff came from beside them and Stoick wiped quickly at his eyes as he struggled to contain his own emotions.

"Ah...um...and do you Astrid Ilera Hofferson take this man Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III as your husband?" He said trying to regain his composure.

Astrid tried to blink the tears away as she looked deeply to Hiccups green eyes.

"I Astrid Ilera Hofferson accept this man and pledge that my sword arm will be ready and my axe sharp and bright to defend him should his life and soul be threatened. I also pledge that I will love and honour him till the Gods call me home. I declare that he is the best of us and that he is and always will be my soul mate, in this life and the next."

She held out the axe towards Hiccup her own ring resting on the blade. They took the blades from each other and removed the rings, handing the blades to Thuggory and Camicazi. Hiccup stepped closer to Astrid, taking her left hand once more.

"Astrid with this ring I ask that you bond with me as my wife, do you accept this symbol of our joining?"

Astrid squeezed his hand before stretching out her fingers.

"I do with all my heart," she said and Hiccup slipped the ring onto her finger.

She then took his left hand in her own.

"Hiccup this ring is a symbol of our joining, a symbol of the start of our journey and new adventure together, do you accept it as my husband?

Hiccup smiled softly.

"I do with all my heart," he said as she slipped the ring back onto his finger where it belonged.

Then clasping hands they turned back towards their chief who raised his arms in the air and looked at the assembled crowd. He raised his voice to address them.

"Then in the eyes of the gods, this tribe and these witnesses I declare that this man and this woman be lawfully joined in marriage as husband and wife and may their union be blessed from this day forth."

He then looked back at the newlywed couple.

"You can now kiss the bride," he said smiling at his son.

"I'd thought you'd never ask," Hiccup said as he wrapped an arm around Astrid's waist, pulling her towards him and into a gentle kiss before spinning her around and laughing happily. All around them the crowd erupted into loud cheers of congratulations.

Hiccup drew his new wife close to his chest.

"Finally," he said in relief looking deep into her eyes.

"No more running Haddock. Your mine," she said smiling.

Hiccup smiled mischievously.

"You never told me you middle name was 'Ilera', that might come in handy one day," he said smirking at the thought of the fun he could have teasing her with it.

"Don't you dare even think about it," she said swatting him playfully.

Hiccup pouted.

"Oh...so you're not going to break out my middle name when I'm in trouble and what's with the 'Haddock', your one now as well," he reminded her.

Astrid smiled at this. It was true she was no longer Astrid Hofferson, she was Astrid Haddock now.

"I could always divorce you," she teased.

Hiccup kissed her again.

"You wouldn't dare," he said against her lips and the short kiss became long and deep.

Finally they gently broke away and followed the crowd towards the great hall. The day was far from done but for the two lovers the first hurdle was over. After what seemed a lifetime of waiting they were finally married.

* * *

><p>Hiccup looked across at the woman lying beside him, noting the way the soft moonlight reflected across her pale skin. He slowly turned onto his side so as not to disturb her and reached out to stroke her hair as it fell across the pillow, smiling softly as he recalled the events of the last few hours.<p>

The festivities had gone well and everyone had enjoyed themselves immensely and probably still we're if the faint sounds from the Great hall were anything to go by. They hadn't stumbled over the sword across the threshold, the last of the bridal ale had been drunk without him being sick and Hiccup had sunk his sword deep and true into the wooden support of their new home. All three acts adding further blessing to their union and future but for the newlyweds these had been trivial things. There had been only one thing on their minds, the final hurdle.

Nervously they had been led from the festivities to their house and a few select tribal members had witnessed the formal removal of Astrids bridal crown, after that though they had been left alone and both were grateful that a public consummation of their marriage was something long since retired to history.

It had been nervous and awkward for them both. Neither being totally sure of what to do despite all the advice they had received but together they learned. Following their instincts and the path that love and passion had shown them. No doubt they would get better as they learned about each other in this new and exciting way but it had been enjoyable for them both even though there had been some pain on Astrid's behalf. He had been warned about it of course and hated himself for hurting her but she had not complained and had reassured and encouraged him.

He leaned over and softly kissed her cheek and she stirred slightly, a faint smile touching her lips at the contact. It had certainly been a rough ride up to this point but his dream had been completed. He was finally one with the woman he had loved for so long.

He looked lovingly at his wife and couldn't help thinking about everything that had drawn them to this point. The adventures they had shared, the excitement, the disappointment and the despair that had come with them. They had survived it all, maybe with the help of the gods, who knew but one thing Hiccup was certain of, there was no one on Berk or even possibly in the whole world who was as happy as he was right now.

"I could get used to this," a soft voice said and he smiled when he realised that Astrid was awake.

"Get used to what?" He said, his own voice soft as he leaned in closer to her.

She turned on her side so that she was facing him.

"You watching me while I sleep," she said smiling gentle at him and laying her palms against his chest.

He smiled and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her closer to him.

"Anything for you...my love...my wife," he said as he leaned down to kiss her.

Astrid wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him over her.

"Wife...that has a nice sound to it," she smiled, caressing his face tenderly and looking deep into his eyes.

"Almost as good as 'husband'."

Hiccup smiled and kissed her again. The kiss soon became more passionate and they began to once more clasp at each other in a desperate and passionate dance of love.

Yes the adventures had been exciting up till now but they had just begun. Who knew what the future held for them, what new trials they would face. All they cared about right now was each other and they knew that this would be their greatest adventure of them all.

THE END

* * *

><p><strong>Oh man it's finally over. I can't believe what grew from a few scribbled notes in the back of a notebook. This has been a labour of love writing this and I'm almost sad to see it end. I hope that you feel the same way because I've loved this story from beginning to end. I confess that I never intended it to be so long or for it to become so focused on Astrid and Hiccup, it just grew that way and I wouldn't change a thing.<strong>

**Thanks you to the Viking Lady web site for the guidance on wedding formalities and the I hope that I closed all the loops. If you were wondering about the rings, that story will be covered in the ****sequel.**

**Thank you to everyone who has followed, favourite, supported and reviewed since this story's birth. You helped spur me on and back into the world of fanfiction writing and I'm sorry I ever left. The story continues in the sexual 'Between Darkness and Light' which I hope you will follow. I have a note book full of ideas. I also have a shorter one shot story idea I'm working on called 'Acceptance'. I'll post more details in my profile.**

**Again thank you all for reading. I would love to know what you think of the finished product so please review and tell me. **

**Until next time.**

**Cathrath **


End file.
